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Chapter One
 
4:55 P.M., 3 Jan. -- I was almost asleep when this guy
 
walked by me and brushed my arm.  I opened my eyes to
 
see a baseball hat, red hockey jersey, goatee, and pair
 
of kind, dark eyes looking back at me.
 
"Sorry, miss," he said, with a smile.
 
"Not a problem," I answered, smiling in return.
 
What I really wanted to tell him, though, was "Damn,
 
you remind me of Kyle!"
 
Actually, I'm glad he nudged me awake.  I didn't
 
sleep well last night, but that isn't the point.  If
 
I'd have wanted to sleep all the way across America,
 
I would have flown.  The train gives me a chance to
 
experience the land as my ancestors might have a hundred
 
years ago:  to observe and explore and commune with it.
 
It's the kind of feeling that I've just never had on
 
an airplane.
 
Besides, since Dad's crash, I haven't been too fond
 
of planes, anyway.
 
I think Mom's alright now, finally.  This was our
 
fourth Christmas together without him.  I always worry
 
about her at that time of the year, but she's starting
 
to go out and meet people again.  In fact, our arguments
 
this year weren't even about Dad, for once.  I told her
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I quit my job because I wanted to go and travel for
 
awhile, and she freaked.  I think it was because I was
 
going alone.
 
So that's how I sit -- alone.  As the car rocks
 
along the rails, I look out the window to see bits of
 
blue sky through the bare trees.  Though the sun has
 
turned bright orange as it nears the horizon, I can
 
already feel the bitterness of night setting in -- and
 
the sooty piles of snow along the tracks tell me it will
 
be there for a while.  Then I feel the train slowing,
 
hear the conductor announce the next stop, and see those
 
old pale greens and auburn curls in the window.
 
"What the hell am I doing in Niles, Michigan?" I
 
ask my reflection.
 
I know this story must've happened before to someone
 
else.  I've just been trying to figure it all out for
 
myself -- and that's how I wound up on this westbound
 
Amtrak.  As the barren orchards move past me like film
 
through a projector, I realize by now that I've probably
 
crossed the state line into Indiana.
 
A dangerous frontier.
 
Even with a stopover in Chicago, I've still only
 
got a few days left on this leg of the trip.  I suppose
 
if I don't start telling you my story, I probably won't
 
get done by the time we reach California.
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* * * 
My life began about nine weeks ago, on the last
 
weekend in October.  Up to that time, I always thought
 
I'd had a life.  I'd gotten through school, put Kyle
 
behind me, and thought that I was finally beginning to
 
get settled into my career in social work.
 
I never realized that it would take the end of one
 
life to mark the start of another.
 
I walked through the door of The Blue Dog that
 
Saturday night, wanting nothing more than to drown myself.
 
It had always been my favorite drowning spot -- the
 
Labatt's neon maple leaf in the front window, pool tables
 
in the back, the "Beers of the World" mantle behind the
 
bar, Wolverine sports paraphernalia from one end to the
 
other, and a sign above the door which states that it
 
is "A Place For Spirits And Friends."  It's definitely
 
Ann Arbor, but cozier than most U of M bars.  I guess
 
that's what I always liked about the place.
 
A place for spirits and friends.  I'd been to 'the
 
Dog' so many times in the past three years I'd come to
 
ignore that sign.  But on that night, it stuck in my
 
mind.  One of the first things we were told in  social
 
work is never to get involved with a case family.  And
 
under other circumstances, I might never have met the
 
Duartes.  But in getting to know Rosa, I saw a reflection
 
of myself:  a strong person; a fighter; a woman who
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thought she could overcome any obstacle.  And what I
 
saw in her son Mario was innocence and hope:  those big
 
brown eyes and his sweet smile; that little brother I
 
never had; a boy whom, I still believe, will someday
 
grow into a fine man.
 
But at that moment, it seemed as if everything I'd
 
done was for nothing.  The night before, these two friends
 
of mine had been reduced to broken spirits.  And that
 
night, the only friend I thought I needed was the spirit
 
in the bottle.
 
"Hey, Rae, over here!" a woman's voice called to
 
me from the bar.  I knew instantly that it was Andie
 
-- since I let very few people call me Rae, and only
 
one of them speaks with a gentle Kentucky drawl.  As
 
she ran toward me yelling "Oh my God," I somehow knew
 
right then that I was headed for an evening of mind games
 
with her.  And I was not in the mood.
 
"What's up, girl?" she said, throwing her arms around
 
me like a lost comrade.  "I keep trying to get a hold
 
of you, but you're never home.  I was beginning to think
 
I'd start seeing your face on the side of milk cartons!"
 
"Not yet," I said, "--though I am starting to feel
 
as if I've joined the ranks of the disappeared lately."
 
I forced a smile, trying to be facetious, but she knew.
 
"Uh-oh, it sounds like we need to catch up," she
 
said, shifting her eyes toward an empty booth along the
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far wall.  "Grab a squat over there.  I'll go up to
 
the bar."
 
It had been almost five months since we'd last seen
 
each other.  Even though she'd moved up to Royal Oak
 
last year, we'd still tried to get together and do things
 
whenever we could.  For the five years we'd been friends,
 
I'd always been happy to see her whenever something was
 
on my mind.  But right then, Andie was the one person
 
in the world I least wanted to run into -- because she'd
 
always had a knack for getting people to talk about things
 
that they don't want to talk about.  And at that moment,
 
she had me snared.
 
"What do you want to drink?" she asked, grasping
 
my hand gently as I reached for my wallet.  Though her
 
touch was warm, it instantly sent a sharp chill down
 
my back.  I froze for a moment, gazing into her brown
 
eyes, then smiled back at her.  "Don't worry, sweetie,
 
I've got this round," she said.
 
"Bless your heart," I said, though I was still a
 
little rattled.  "I think it's a g-and-t kind of night."
 
I knew she hated gin, but I figured it was my way of
 
trying to maintain the upper hand.
 
"Oooh," she mouthed.  "Do we have to?"
 
"I'm not twisting your arm," I said.  "But you do
 
remember the Golden Rule, don't you?"
 
"When we drink together, we drink together!"
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It was an old game of ours.  Whenever we called
 
a bitch session, we would both order the same drink -­
no matter how much the other hated it.  We'd been doing
 
it for years.  As I pulled off my beret and lit a
 
Djarum, I thought about our freshman year and smiled
 
-- remembering how much smoking those cloves in our dorm
 
room annoyed Andie when we'd first met.  Those were my
 
beads-and-baggies days, and by the end of the first week
 
she'd already started calling me "Deadhead."  Though
 
I've always hated nicknames, that one didn't bother me
 
too much for some reason -- and it seemed as if she was
 
almost anxious to hear the one I'd dream up for her.
 
Since she looked like she was still stuck in 'the Big
 
'80s' back then -- constantly in a leather jacket, frayed
 
Cons, mascara to the max, and either fishnets or ripped-up
 
Levi's -- I guess "Retro" just sort of fit her.  But
 
since neither of us was a neat freak, a sorority pledge,
 
a religious fanatic, a total psycho, or an alien life
 
form completely lacking in personal hygiene, however,
 
we both came to the realization that it might not be
 
such a bad arrangement after all.  I'd soon discovered
 
that she drank as much coffee as I did and, despite the
 
intense levels at which she listened to music, seemed
 
to have two good ears.  Within a month, we'd become a
 
sounding board for each other:  one always seeming to
 
have an open ear as well as a craving for nicotine and
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caffeine at the precise moment that the other needed
 
to spill something she couldn't hold back.
 
When we'd reached the age of majority, we switched
 
from caffeine to alcohol, and our venue changed from
 
Cafe Latte to 'the Dog.'  We'd each moved in with our
 
boyfriends, and our double-dates with them became
 
girls-nights-out as reprieves from them.  Andie stopped
 
dyeing her hair, finished her Pre-Med degree, moved to
 
a condo in Royal Oak with Steve, and went to work in
 
a medical research lab -- still hoping to get into
 
grad school.  I permed my hair, got my B.A. in Soc,
 
set Kyle free, kept my apartment in Ann Arbor, and took
 
a position in Detroit with the Department of Social
 
Services.
 
It seemed so much had changed in our lives during
 
those five years.  Yet, there we were -- back at the
 
old drowning pool for another bitch session.
 
Only, right then, I wasn't in the mood for one.
 
"So, how's your job going?" she asked.  "Last I
 
heard, you were finally starting to dig it."
 
"Fine," I mumbled.
 
"Really?" she said.  "You don't sound too enthused
 
about it."
 
"It's great, it really is," I said, already feeling
 
a twisting sensation in my stomach.  I took a quick sip
 
of gin while I thought of a diversion.  "So, where's
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Steve at tonight?" I asked, after a pause.  "He usually
 
doesn't pass up a chance to get back here."
 
"Ah, funny you should ask," she said.  "My dearest
 
Stephen is up north this weekend, near Petoskey."
 
"Without you?"
 
"Without me."
 
"What's he doing up there?" I asked.
 
"Big game fishing," she said, "with some manly men
 
from work."
 
"All weekend?"
 
"Yesterday afternoon to tomorrow night."
 
"Right on," I said.  "It finally worked, eh?  Told
 
you it would -- sooner or later."
 
Andie paused for a moment, grinning.  "That bear
 
of mine was a tough sell, though," she said.  "I just
 
about had to tie his ass down to the roof of the car
 
to get him to go."  She paused again, folding her hands
 
behind her head.  "You know, I still don't understand
 
it," she continued.  "I mean, all that time he talked
 
about going off with Ida guys' and doing all that funky
 
beat-on-your-chest-and-run-through-the-woods-naked type
 
of male bonding stuff -- and he never did .  .  ."
 
"Till now, that is," I said.
 
"Till now," she echoed.
 
"Let me see," I said.  I scratched my chin playfully,
 
remembering our lunchtime chat back in April -- one
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of the many we'd had in which we discussed how to deal
 
with men.  "Oh yes, that was the refresher course of
 
Male Psyche 101, Spring of 1996, Professor R. Long,
 
two-hour seminar held in a booth at the Gaia organic
 
cafe.  My topic:  Boundaries within a Relationship.
 
My star pupil:  Ms. A. McKay.  My follow-up comments:
 
Prognosis encouraging .  .  . success resting in creative
 
techniques of interpersonal persuasion."  I looked into
 
her eyes, smiling.  "Now," I continued, "do you have
 
an apple for the professor?"
 
"No."
 
"Why not?"
 
"Well, professor," she said, moving her tongue slowly
 
across her lips.  "You don't seem to have much confidence
 
in your own theories."
 
"Why do you say that?"
 
"Tell me something," she said.  "What happened with
 
you and Greg?"
 
I chuckled, remembering my casual date-mate from
 
a few months back.  "Ah yes, Greg," I said, after a pause.
 
"He was a different set of variables entirely."
 
"In what way?" she asked.
 
"You see," I continued, "your 'dearest Stephen,'
 
as you call him, was a bit more civilized to begin
 
with.  Greg, on the other hand, was a major project in
 
domestication from day one -- demanding a justification
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on everything from routinely-lowered toilet seats and
 
extra shampoo bottles in the shower to keeping one's
 
clothing articles on hangers and not scratching at one's
 
groin while trekking to the refrigerator for a cold beer."
 
"Too bad," she said.  "I thought he was kind of
 
cute."
 
"Oh, he was nice enough, too," I said.  "I simply
 
haven't had the time or patience in my life right now
 
to attempt to convert a primord into a gentleman."  Again,
 
I smiled at her, but it was an uneasy smile -- the sick
 
feeling in my stomach growing more intense by the minute.
 
One thing I'd always valued in life was to be as honest
 
with people as I could.  But for a long time, I'd been
 
living a lie.  I'd lied to Mom about what was really
 
going on in my life.  I'd lied to Greg about why I didn't
 
want to see him anymore.  And right then, I was lying
 
to Andie about everything.
 
Trouble was, I knew it couldn't last.  Trying
 
to keep the truth from Andie about anything is like
 
walking barefoot over a floor full of tacks:  you will,
 
ultimately, get pricked and bleed.
 
"I say we have a toast," she said, abruptly raising
 
her glass.  "To Girls-Nights-Out!  May they never die!"
 
.  .  .  And Boys-Weekends-Off!" I joined in, gazing
 
into her eyes for a moment.  "May there be more!"
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I watched her finish her gin with a long swig, then
 
lean her shoulders toward me.  "Rae," she said, after
 
a pause.  "Why don't you tell me how the job is really
 
going?"
 
"Fine," I said, sharply.  "I told you that before.
 
Why do you keep asking?"
 
"Because you didn't give me a straight answer the
 
first time."
 
"Yes I did!"
 
"No, you didn't!" she said.  "Mumbling and enun­
ciating are two different things, my dear."
 
"Fine," I snapped.  "My job is just fine, alright?"
 
"That's funny," she said.  "It sounds like the same
 
shit we went through last year -- remember?"  And she
 
was right.  When I'd first started into social work,
 
I felt as if I was dragging her into hell with me every
 
time we talked.  I'd spend hours telling her about the
 
things I'd seen in inner Detroit's Cass Corridor:  filthy
 
tenements, mothers who were scarred both physically and
 
emotionally, dirty-faced children who hadn't eaten for
 
days.  In the five years I've known her, I've never seen
 
Andie cry; yet, I swear that some of my stories from
 
the war zone brought even her to the verge of tears.
 
I remember times when we'd stay up half the night
 
talking, our conversations drifting from the craziness
 
of our U of M days to the jobs we hated -- and back again.
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We'd known all of each other's secrets, so I knew there
 
was no point in holding anything back.  Still, I was
 
afraid -- and her stare told me that she could sense
 
my fear.  "Tell me what happened," she said, calmly,
 
after a pause.
 
"Nothing," I muttered.
 
"Don't give me that!" she said.  "What happened?"
 
"It doesn't matter."
 
"Why won't you talk to me, Rae?" she said, softly.
 
Again, she grasped my wrist -- once more sending a chill
 
down my spine.  "Tell me what's wrong."
 
"No," I said, jerking my hand away suddenly.  "Forget
 
it, everything's cool."
 
"No, Rae, everything is not cool," she snapped.
 
"In fact, nothing's been cool at all ever since you
 
started this job!"
 
"How would you know?" I said, growing annoyed at
 
her intrusiveness.  "After all, you haven't even seen
 
me lately!"
 
"Did it ever occur to you that you might not be
 
cut out for social work?" she said, abruptly.
 
I'd always known her to be playfully sarcastic,
 
but felt at that moment that she'd crossed the line.
 
"Did it ever occur to you that I came here tonight to
 
be by myself?" I snapped. "And that, right now, I really
 13 
don't appreciate your bullshit!"  I yanked my coat from
 
the booth, and began to walk away.
 
"Well, I suppose that means you're going off to
 
play superhero again, huh?" she mouthed.
 
"What's that supposed to mean?"
 
Though I'd known Andie to make a spectacle of her­
self at times, I was completely off-guard for what she
 
was about to do.  She rose from the booth, wild-eyed,
 
raising her arms in the air like a revivalist preacher.
 
"Look!  In the backstreets!  In the tenements!  It's
 
-- do-do-do-do -- the Mighty Rachelle!  Caped crusader
 
.  .  .  heroine of the dispossessed and oppressed .  .  .
 
champion of the people  .  .  .  defender of truth, justice
 
and, well, something a little more compassionate than
 
the 'Contract On America.'"  Though she'd succeeded in
 
both flushing my face with embarrassment as well as
 
attracting the attention of everyone within earshot,
 
she kept her tirade going.  "Yes  .  .  .  the Mighty
 
Rachelle!  From her humble beginnings of organizing
 
holiday food drives as the 'Jane Addams of Kelsey Hall,'
 
she went on to become  .  .  . DEAD by the age of twenty-five
 
-- either scraped off the pavement in some dark inner-city
 
alley, or keeled over from a massive coronary brought
 
on by stress and the inevitable realization that she
 
couldn't fight and win every battle in the world by
 
herself.  On her tombstone will read:  Here lies Rachelle
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Long  .  .  . Restless Young Idealist  .  .  .  Victim of the
 
Nineties  .  .  .  Woman on a Treadmill  .  .  ."
 
I glared at her, fuming with anger and hurt.  "If
 
you're done making an ass out of yourself," I said, "you
 
can go straight to hell!"  I headed toward the door,
 
though before I'd even reached it, my anger had turned
 
to tears.
 
Outside, the night seemed as warm as when I'd walked
 
in a little while earlier, but I felt relieved to be
 
out in it.  I stood with my face to the breeze -- the
 
Indian summer air still cool enough to soothe my hot,
 
salt-streamed face.  It wasn't the first time that one
 
of our arguments had gotten that out of hand, but Andie
 
knew I couldn't stay mad at her for very long.  She'd
 
opened a wound, and she knew she'd have to close it.
 
Besides, it was easier to talk outside.
 
After a few minutes, she joined me against the
 
facade:  head down, hands in the pockets of her leather
 
jacket.  "Hey," she said, finally.  "If you want me to
 
go away, I will.  You've every right in the world to
 
be pissed at me."
 
"That's okay," I said, smiling slightly.  "I'll
 
get over it."
 
"I am so sorry," she said.  "I just don't know how
 
you can carry all that baggage around with you."
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"What do you expect?" I said.  "I'm a shrink, you
 
know -- this 'psychic sponge' who's supposed to be
 
able to absorb pain.  Anyway, you're a nosy little
 
brat  .  . ."
 
".  .  .  And persistent," she quipped.
 
"And persistent, thank you.  But, if you really
 
must know .  .  ."
 
"--Only if you really want to tell me," she said.
 
"I, I--" I began, choking on my words as the tears
 
came once more.
 
"What's wrong, sweetie?" she said.  Instinctively,
 
she reached toward me -- brushing the bangs from my
 
forehead and the tears from my cheeks.  Her touch was
 
soothing -- a little too soothing -- and I pulled away.
 
"Andie--"
 
"What?"
 
I paused for a moment, looking at her.  "Why does
 
it seem like everything I touch these days turns to shit?"
 
"Rae," she said.  "Why do you say that?"
 
"All I've done for the last year now is just spin
 
my wheels," I said.  "--And I can't deal with it anymore!"
 
"Rae," she said.  "Tell me what happened."
 
"Well," I said.  "You remember Rosa Duarte, don't
 
you?"
 
"Oh, yeah," she said, a bit of naivete in her voice.
 
"How's she doing?"
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I'd thought of the year
 "Oh God, Andie!" I sobbed.
 
I'd spent working on the streets -- of the bruises and
 
the scars; of needle marks and broken promises; of
 
children who were only wanted by their mothers because
 
their presence in the world would mean an  increase in
 
their welfare checks; of violence and hopelessness and
 
And then, just when I'd thought
 apathy and frustration.
 
of quitting the first time, I met Rosa.  She'd been on
 
her own since Mario was two, but never  seemed to dwell
 
on the past.  Though she lived in a terrible building
 
and didn't have much money for luxuries, she kept her
 
apartment immaculate -- and I tried to help her out on
 
my own by bringing her food or clothes or toys.  She'd
 
worked hard to make a home for herself and Mario, and
 
tried to save money whenever she could -- longing for
 
the day when she could move to a better neighborhood
 
She'd just
 and begin taking college classes part-time.
 
started her new job as a secretary,  and was looking
 
forward to finally getting off of assistance.
 
Until the night before.
 
"Rae?" Andie whispered.  "What happened?"
 
"Last night," I said, finally.  "There was a fire
 
at the building where she and Mario live."
 
"Oh my God," she said.  "They didn't--"
 
"No," I said.  "They both made it.  I went to see
 
her this morning at the shelter where she's staying."
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"Thank goodness," she said.
 
I leaned back against the wall, shaking my head
 
in disgust. "I don't see where goodness has anything
 
to do with this," I snapped.  "The police said it was
 
arson, that a gang was responsible.  Six families were
 
burned out of their homes and lost everything  .  .  ."
 
"Oh, Rae, you can't blame yourself," she said.
 
"There's nothing you could have--"
 
"They lost everything, damn it!" I said.  I could
 
feel myself losing control once more, but didn't care.
 
"Everything they worked for -- everything Rosa worked
 
for -- is gone!"
 
"Not everything," she said, looking at me.  I stood
 
silently for a moment, remembering the rubber dinosaur
 
that Mario was holding that morning -- the one I'd bought
 
him.  I knew Andie was right.  But it was one of those
 
moments when reality was hard to deal with.
 
"What's she going to do now?" she asked, breaking
 
the silence.
 
"I don't know," I answered.  "She said something
 
about going to live with her sister in St. Louis, but
 
it would take just about all of her savings to get
 
settled down there.  Plus, she'd just started that job,
 
and .  .  . I, I tried so hard to help them .  .  ."
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I tried to hold back, but again felt myself choking
 
on tears.  Andie put her arms around me once more.  This
 
time, though, I didn't resist.
 
"I know," she said, softly.
 
"Why do these things have to happen?" I sobbed.
 
"It's okay," she whispered, kissing me softly on
 
the cheek.  "Let it out, hon.  Let it all out."
 
For what seemed like a long time, we stood there
 
against the facade -- holding each other in silence.
 
Though I felt comfort in her touch as she ran her hands
 
gently over my back, I was also terrified of that feeling
 
-- and wanted desperately to resist it.  When I finally
 
broke our embrace, I looked into her eyes for a moment,
 
smiling uneasily.
 
At that moment, I was still too frightened to tell
 
her the whole story.
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Chapter Two
 
6:52 P.M., 6 Jan. -- I have now officially left the East,
 
the dark surface of the Mississippi marked by specks
 
of light along its banks.  I think of the great river
 
for a moment, and wonder how exactly it fits into this
 
journey I've begun.
 
Over Christmas, Mom recalled for about the millionth
 
time how cute she'd thought I was as a kid.  "When you
 
were two years old," she said, smiling, "you used to
 
sit in that little chair in the living room and read
 
your Dr. Seuss books to Dad!"  Before I'd ever realized
 
it, I'd already fallen in love with books:  their tales
 
telling of rivers, frontiers, faraway lands to escape
 
to.  While I was still in grade school, I'd already gone
 
down this Mississippi with Twain's Huck, and visited
 
the mystical Rhine of the Brothers Grimm.  By the time
 
I'd finished my college Lit courses, I'd once more
 
crossed the ice-crusted Ohio with Stowe's Eliza on her
 
quest for dignity and identity -- yet still approached
 
the dreaded Styx of the Greek myths with fear and
 
apprehension.
 
When the explorers and pioneers made their westward
 
journeys, they saw this river as a paradox:  a gateway
 
to both undiscovered beauty and unknown danger.  Their
 
common thread was freedom -- the freedom to chart new
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lands, to build new destinies for themselves.  Though
 
they all knew the risks they'd face, each of them thought
 
their quest was worth the risk.  And ultimately, each
 
of them had to face that dangerous frontier on their
 
own.
 
After a weekend in Chicago, I figured it was time
 
for me to get back aboard the Desert Wind and keep going
 
west.  Katie wanted me to stay longer, but I knew I
 
couldn't do anything more for her right now.  There was
 
a time, not long ago, when I would've felt terrible for
 
thinking such things, for not trying to do more to help
 
a friend.  But truth be known, I'm just now crossing
 
that frontier myself -- and don't quite know what to
 
make of it yet.  To admit that you are not yet strong
 
enough to help another across is not what I consider
 
selfishness.
 
I call it survival.
 
* * * 
It was in a small diner under the L tracks on
 
Belmont Street where Katie and I were hashing things
 
out.  I didn't know that she'd called until I got back
 
from Mom's up in Traverse City, and I felt bad that I
 
hadn't called home sooner to get my messages.  I figured
 
that the beginning of my new psychic order should include
 
as complete a divestment as possible from Ann Arbor -­21 
at least temporarily.  Hence, I left nature to run its
 
course -- allowing the snow, bills, junk mail, and phone
 
calls to pile up in my absence.
 
When I got back, I wasn't even out of my p-coat
 
before I'd tried to call Katie.  Unable to reach her
 
that night, I found myself talking with her over stale
 
coffee in Chicago two days later.  She looked drained.
 
"It was an unfinished story," she said, handing
 
me the last pages of a dog-eared manuscript her fiance
 
Eric had written.  Skimming the text, I watched my
 
favorite characters from Bronte's Wuthering Heights become
 
distorted through time:  Lockwood portrayed as an I.R.A.
 
sympathizer; Cathy as a yuppie estate owner with a
 
Princess Di hairdo; and Heathcliffe as a returning soldier
 
from the Falklands War who races across the English
 
countryside in a boned-out Triumph.  I tried to read
 
on for a few seconds, but burst out in laughter.
 
"What did he call this?" I asked, still chuckling.
 
"Withering Heights?"
 
"It's not funny!" she snapped.  "The only thing
 
he left me was this pile of shit -- and you're laughing
 
about it!"
 
I cleared my throat, feeling foolish and insensitive.
 
I'd remembered how angry I'd been at Andie for her
 
abrasiveness at The Blue Dog a few months back, and
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suddenly wondered if I'd spent a little too much time
 
hanging around with her.  "When did it happen?" I said.
 
"The week before Christmas," she said.  "Right around
 
the time I got your card."
 
"I'm sorry," I said.  I watched her slowly drag
 
on the Camel she'd just lit -- thinking how much brighter
 
her blonde hair and blue eyes once seemed.  "Tell me 
about it." 
"What's left to talk about?" she said.  "It was 
between the typewriter and me -- and I guess he made
 
his choice."
 
It hadn't always been like that.  One night when
 
Kyle and I first started seeing each other, I'd gone
 
over to his apartment to meet him for dinner.  I was
 
a little early and he hadn't gotten home from work yet,
 
so his roommate let me in.  "You must be Rachelle," Eric
 
said, inviting me to have a seat amongst the clutter
 
of papers that was their living room.  "Don't let me
 
distract you," I told him, though he insisted on offering
 
me a Pepsi and took the time to have one with me.  "I
 
need a study break," he said with a smile, and we
 
proceeded to talk for about a half-hour -- mostly about
 
our favorite novels.  Though taller and clean-shaven,
 
he reminded so much of Kyle -- a fellow Journalism major,
 
dark hair and eyes, glasses, boyish grin, the same odd
 
sense of humor -- I couldn't help but like him, too.
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It was a couple of weeks later that I finally met
 
Katie. Tall and athletic, she possessed the self-assurance
 
of a woman who knew what she wanted out of life.  She
 
was a Poli-Sci major leaning toward Pre-Law, and had
 
been going with Eric ever since they'd met in a suburban
 
Chicago high school.  When I'd first met them, I didn't
 
know two people who seemed more in love than they were.
 
"He'll edit the stories, and I'll defend the paper in
 
court!" she'd once joked.
 
But it was right around that time that Eric had
 
grown intrigued by a fiction piece he was writing -­
one that he really thought he could sell to a publisher.
 
He called it The Typewriter.
 
"What happened?" I asked, tilting my head toward
 
Katie sympathetically.  She'd told me over the phone
 
last winter that he'd gotten rejection letters on The
 
Typewriter, but I hadn't realized until now that he'd
 
taken them so badly.  "He was always gung-ho about his
 
writing," I said, "but not like that."
 
"Well," she said, "you haven't been around the last
 
few months."
 
I forced a smile across my lips, thinking of the
 
stress I'd felt in social work, and of my own struggle
 
with relationships during that time.  "I'd thought about
 
coming down for a weekend over the summer," I said,
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finally.  "But that job of mine just seemed to be tying
 
me down so much that I couldn't get away."
 
"It's just as well," she said, with a sigh.  "You
 
didn't want to be down here this summer.  I'd work all
 
day and was so tired when I got home, I never felt like
 
doing anything. And he--"
 
"--Was miserable to be around," I said.
 
"Miserable's not the word!" she continued.  "He'd
 
come home from work and just sit in front of the
 
typewriter half the night.  Sometimes he wouldn't even
 
come to bed."
 
"No wonder he got fired," I said, remembering the
 
message she'd left on my answering machine a couple of
 
weeks earlier.
 
"I begged him to get his act together," she said.
 
"I told him there were only so many sick days and late
 
excuses he could use before they caught up with him.
 
You know what his response was?  'Well, you know I didn't
 
want to be some goddamned bookstore manager my whole
 
life!'  Apparently, his stupid sci-fi story about Nazi
 
androids was more important than doing his share to make
 
ends meet."
 
"Why didn't you leave him then?"
 
"Well," she continued.  "I thought that whatever
 
he was going through had to be only temporary -- that
 
there was still some way I could reach out and try to
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bring him back to reality.  I tried to get him to send
 
some resumes out to different places, but he kept
 
insisting that his writing was more important.  A friend
 
of ours was interested in talking to Eric about a
 
management position in a print shop he owns.  You know
 
what he does?  He totally blows off the interview!  He
 
claimed he was in the middle of writing some kind of
 
goofy '60s sequel to The Grapes Of Wrath, and couldn't
 
break himself away."
 
"How long did this stuff go on?" I asked.
 
"Four months."
 
"Four months?" I said, sharply.  "Are you crazy?"
 
"It kept getting worse and worse," she said.  "He
 
went from that Tom Joad, Jr. thing to a story about a
 
redneck truck driver who goes to Nashville to become
 
a country singer -- and then, to some really dumb story
 
about a gang of ninja skateboarders in twenty-first
 
century Los Angeles."  She gazed at me -- sensing that
 
I again wanted to burst out in laughter, forcing me to
 
suppress it.  "The more time he spent in front of that
 
damned typewriter, the worse his writing became."
 
"Then what?" I said.
 
"When I realized just how obsessed he'd become with
 
his writing," she said, "I tried to talk him into going
 
back to school to finish his degree.  I figured that
 
if he was going to spend all day writing, he might as
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well get something out of it.  Anyway, one of Dad's
 
friends is a Journalism professor at Northwestern, so
 
I set up a time for Eric to meet with him."  She paused
 
for a moment, sighing in disgust.  "I should have known
 
when I walked through the door that day and saw him with
 
that Cubs hat and unshaven face that he didn't even have
 
the decency to keep that appointment."
 
"So, what did you do?"
 
"What could I do?" she said.  "Before I even got
 
a chance to confront him on it, he'd set a steaming hot
 
mug of Swiss Miss in my hands!"
 
"Swiss Miss, huh?" I said, chuckling.  "You always
 
were a sucker for that one, weren't you?"
 
"That was skiing, wasn't it?" she said, smiling
 
for a moment.  "Three years ago."
 
"At Sugarloaf," I added.
 
"Yeah," she said.  "We got the car stuck in the
 
snowbank.  I remember."
 
"I could have killed Kyle that day!" I joked.  "'Hey,
 
let's go out and do some doughnuts in the snow!'"
 
"You've got to admit, it was fun."
 
"Oh, yeah," I said.  "--Until we had to walk back
 
to the lodge in the twenty-below-zero wind chill!"
 
"You know," she said, "that was the best cup of
 
cocoa I've ever had in my life."
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"--And Eric gave you that typed poem, because it
 
was Valentine's Day!"  Suddenly, though, I lost my smile
 
-- realizing what I'd just said.  "Oh, I'm sorry," I
 
continued.
 
"You didn't hear the end of the story," she said,
 
bitterly. "I was so angry with him, I ended up throwing
 
his typewriter out the window!"  I started to laugh
 
once more, but restrained myself under her stern glare.
 
"Before I did that, though," she continued, "I typed
 
him a note to tell him I was leaving for good.  I wasn't
 
really planning to, but I couldn't think of any other
 
way to get through to him.  I thought that if I'd spent
 
the night over at Mom's, I could come back in the morning
 
with a clear mind and give him one more chance to listen."
 
"And?"
 
"I walked into the apartment the next morning and
 
found the crystal set that Mom had bought us next to
 
the radiator -- smashed to pieces.  This was on top of
 
the fragments."  Passing a hand-scribbled note to me,
 
she buried her face in her hands.  "Cathy," the note
 
read, "Our love was not meant to be.  I'm off to roam
 
the moors.  Heathcliffe."
 
"Whoa," I mouthed.  "Sounds like he flipped out."
 
"I haven't heard from him in three weeks," she said.
 
"I have no idea where he's at.
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Images ran through my mind at that moment.  I thought
 
of the last time we all went out to dinner together
 
before they'd left for Chicago; of all of us at that
 
end-of-the-year kegger that Steve and his roommates threw
 
a couple of years back; of Kyle and Eric clowning around
 
in their old apartment; of him and Katie announcing their
 
engagement -- and of how our lives were all, suddenly,
 
so much different.  I reached out to her, squeezing her
 
hand tightly.  "What are you going to do now?" I asked,
 
finally.
 
"I'm not completely sure just yet," she said.  "I've
 
been staying with Mom or friends lately, because I can't
 
even stand to be in that apartment for one night alone.
 
I think I need to get the hell out of Chicago for awhile."
 
"Need a traveling companion?" I asked, smiling at
 
her for a moment.
 
"Not unless you're going east," she said.  "I've
 
been thinking about going out to Boston or New York and
 
trying to get into law school."
 
"That sounds like a plan," I said.  At that moment,
 
I thought of myself -- of the new life I felt myself
 
moving toward, of the ecstasy and rage I felt when I
 
thought of love, of how I'd tried to deny myself for
 
so long to the one person who truly loved me.  Then,
 
I thought of Katie -- who once thought she'd known love,
 
but now seemed unsure.  Though I knew that we were headed
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in different directions, I felt as though we were kindred
 
spirits -- each, in her own way, trying to escape.
 
"Thanks for being here," she said, finally, a slight
 
smile creasing her lips.  "You don't know how much I've
 
missed your company."
 
"Katie," I said.  "Do you still love him?"
 
"Part of me always will," she said.  "I wanted
 
to see him succeed more than anybody else--"  She'd
 
almost started sobbing, but stopped herself in time.
 
"That's what hurts so much," she continued.  "When Eric
 
left, he took part of me with him."
 
I paused for a moment, thinking of the day Kyle
 
left for California -- when I'd had the same thought.
 
"I'm sorry I couldn't have been here sooner," I said,
 
taking her hand once more.  "Maybe there was something
 
more I could have--"
 
"Don't worry, there wasn't," she said, with a sigh.
 
"I realize now that I was never anything more than a
 
damned comma in his life!"
 
"You did your best," I said.  I started to signal
 
the waitress for a warm-up on our coffee, but Katie shook
 
her head.
 
* * * 
Back out on Belmont Street, a bundled column of
 
Chicagoans marched down the sidewalk against the cold.
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But Katie and I drifted slowly along -- window-shopping
 
as the fluffy, tingling snowflakes kissed our faces.
 
Along the way, we passed a jewelry store -- its wares
 
of silver and gold, of diamonds and pearls dimmed by
 
the dark iron security bars which reinforced the window
 
glass.  We paused for a moment, noticing a sign which
 
hovered over the showcase.  "Save up to 50% on all
 
engagement bands!" the sign read.
 
I looked at her, sighing.  "It really was an
 
unfinished story, wasn't it?" I said.
 
Katie smiled at me -- but at that moment, I had
 
a hard time returning her smile.  I'd thought of a dream
 
I'd had recently -- one about a frontier woman who'd
 
built a cabin in the wilderness.  The cabin was in a
 
beautiful place:  a lush green valley, surrounded by
 
a thick forest and crossed by a clear running stream.
 
She planted a garden so that she'd have plenty of food,
 
drew all the water she needed from the stream, and had
 
always managed to cut enough wood from the forest to
 
keep her fireplace stocked.  She grew to love the cabin
 
-- and, for a time, was very content to make it her home.
 
But one day, she returned from getting water to
 
find that vandals had wrecked her garden and set her
 
cabin on fire.  Watching the flames consume all that
 
she'd built, she suddenly felt helpless.  She couldn't
 
move on because her supplies were now gone -- yet she
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knew she couldn't stay because winter was coming and
 
she had no food or shelter.  As strong a person as she
 
was, her anger turned to fear, and she'd knelt in the
 
dust and cried.
 
Just then, a beautiful Indian princess appeared
 
from out of the piney woods -- lean and strong in her
 
leather frock.  Having gone into the forest for her
 
commune, she saw the smoke from the cabin rise high in
 
the sky -- and knew that someone was in trouble.  She
 
ran at once to the spot where the woman was, startling
 
her.
 
"Who are you?" the woman asked.
 
"A friend," the princess answered.  "I saw the fire
 
and came to help."
 
"You're too late," the woman said, bitterly.  "All
 
that I have is gone."
 
"Not all," the princess said.  She looked into the
 
woman's eyes, taking her hand gently.  "Come with me."
 
As the woman grasped her hand, she saw that the
 
princess was leading her along a narrow, rocky path -­
a path she'd feared all the days she lived in the cabin.
 
"I can't go there," the woman told her.  "I'm afraid."
 
But the princess just gazed at her once more, a
 
comforting smile on her lips.  "Do not be afraid," she
 
said.  "I have been here before  .  .  .  I will show you
 
the way  .  .  ."
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"Rae!" Katie said, breaking my thoughts.  "Did you
 
hear me?"
 
"What?"
 
"I said the southbound 'L' to the Loop will be here
 
in a few minutes," she said, pointedly.  "Do you want
 
to go uptown?"
 
"Sure," I said, looking at her for a moment.  "I'm
 
sorry-- I was just thinking of Andie."
 
"What about her?"
 
"Oh, nothing really," I continued.  "I had this
 
crazy dream a couple of weeks ago, and she was in it,
 
that's all."
 
"Really?" she said, smiling once more.  "What was
 
it about?"
 
As I started to open my mouth, however, I couldn't
 
say a word.  The dream was still on my mind -- and
 
though it was beautiful, I also found it very disturbing.
 
Glancing at Katie again, I took the first step toward
 
the 'L' station in silence.  I knew, deep down, that
 
my fantasy was becoming a reality -- one which both
 
confused and frightened me.
 
Yet, it was a reality which I knew I'd have to face
 
on my own.
 33 
Chapter Three
 
8:17 A.M., 7 Jan. -- The amber waves of wheat I've heard
 
about have been crushed by drifts of white.  A grove
 
of leafless trees pass by me through the window, while
 
the gray concrete grain elevator stands against the winter
 
winds.  In the new day's light, I see the snow-covered
 
peaks of the Rockies in the distance, and realize that
 
I will soon pass into the final third of America.  It
 
is yet another dangerous frontier -- a chaotic boundary
 
between two starkly different lands, where a change of
 
seasons can be sudden and powerful.  By the time the
 
first green buds of spring have opened in the grove,
 
the wind may have already come with such a fury that
 
it has crushed the silo into a pile of rubble.  Yet,
 
at the same time, the most delicate sapling may never
 
be touched.  I find this all strangely ethereal -- how
 
one thing so certain can be destroyed in an instant,
 
while another so fragile is allowed to survive and grow.
 
It is something that I may never understand.
 
Like love.
 
I think this place is called Brighton, but I've
 
lost track -- these towns all look alike.  I know I'm
 
not in England.  There is an abandoned warehouse along
 
the rails sprayed with red graffiti.  A swastika and
 
KILL THE QUIERS.  First, I smile at the misspelling,
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then my eyes begin to water.  Probably just a bunch of
 
bored kids, Dad would have said.
 
If he only knew.
 
* * * 
As we stood outside the Blue Dog on that Saturday
 
night, I leaned back against the facade once more -­
watching the traffic pass by as I let the mild, refresh­
ing air dry the tears from my face.  Though Andie was
 
beside me, we both stood quietly for a few minutes -­
each of us again waiting for the other to break the long
 
silence.
 
Only I knew she was better at it than I was.
 
"Isn't this weather beautiful?" she said, finally.
 
"It feels more like spring than fall."
 
"Yeah," I said.  "--Though I have a feeling there's
 
a big change coming."
 
She smiled for a moment, pointing up at the sky.
 
"Look, sweetie," she said.  "There's a full moon out
 
tonight."
 
"So?" I said.  "I'm not superstitious."
 
"Well," she said, "interesting things have been
 
known to happen during full moons."
 
"Yeah, right," I said, rolling my eyes.  "Listen,
 
I know you're probably going to tell me that when you
 
were growing up in Kentucky, something really bizarre
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happened on the night of a full moon -- like some stupid
 
redneck disappeared off the face of the earth after
 
crashing his pickup truck into a still  .  .  .  or a horse
 
somehow got loose from a stable and 'mysteriously' wound
 
up dead along the banks of a creek somewhere  .  .  ."
 
"Are y'all makin' fun of me, goober?" she drawled,
 
spitting.  "Why, Ah do declare you Yankees don't seem
 
to have much 'preciation to' us po' Southern fowk!"
 
"Don't do that, Andie -- it's gross!" I said.  It
 
was another one of our little games that we'd been playing
 
for years:  anytime I'd even remotely stray into what
 
Andie thought was "South-bashing," she'd try to annoy
 
me with one of her crude hillbilly monologues.  And yes,
 
there were times that it got on my nerves.  But at that
 
moment, I knew she was making an honest effort to cheer
 
me up.
 
And I did find it somewhat amusing.
 
"Tell you what, honeybun," she continued, with a
 
wink. "Why don't we go on back inside and drink us some
 
more mash!"
 
"That's an idea," I said, smiling.  As we started
 
to walk back toward the door, however, I heard the sound
 
of U2's "Trying To Throw Your Arms Around The World"
 
blasting from the jukebox -- and decided that the old
 
'Dog' was no longer the best place to be for the moment.
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"Hey," I said, impulsively.  "I've got a couple bottles
 
of wine at home.  What do you say we crack one open?"
 
"That sounds cool," she said.  "Besides, hon, I
 
love you dearly, but I really don't think I could have
 
sat through another gin-and-tonic, anyway."
 
One thing that I've always liked about Andie is
 
her tomboyishness.  In our years of hanging around
 
together, I've seen her drink guys to the floor, cuss
 
people out of their seats, belch loudly in nice
 
restaurants -- and just "forget" to grab doors for
 
people.  Though I know personally that her crude manner
 
is driven by playfulness rather than malice, it managed
 
to raise its fair share of eyebrows and get us kicked
 
out of more than one place during our Michigan days.
 
The thing was, she was usually able to get away with
 
flaunting that wild side of hers.  She looks so cute
 
that you think she can't possibly be so obnoxious.  That's
 
the charming thing about Andie -- and I've always envied
 
her for it.
 
When we got back to her Mustang that night, she
 
actually took her key and unlocked the door on my side
 
first.  I looked at her for a second, wondering if she
 
was being especially nice to me because of what I was
 
going through -- or if time was actually starting to
 
mellow her.  "Be careful with this door," she said.
 
"It's been sticking lately."
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I winced, pulling up on the door handle in a failed
 
effort to free the latch.  "Andie," I yelled.  "I can't
 
get it!"
 
Instantly, she ran to my side to help.  "Here, let
 
me--" she said.
 
"When are you going to get rid of this damned thing?"
 
I asked, panting.  "It never gives you anything but
 
problems!"
 
"Hey, don't make fun of Sally!" she said.  "She's
 
a sweet old girl.  You've just gotta be patient with
 
her, that's all."  Just then, I felt her hand gripping
 
mine -- and after a few seconds, we'd created enough
 
pressure on the handle to finally free the door.  "There,"
 
she said.  "I knew we could do it!"
 
* * * 
The apartment was a complete mess when we walked
 
through the door that night:  the sink full of dishes;
 
the carpeting spotted with lint; the chairs and futon
 
littered with articles of clothing that I'd carelessly
 
tossed; and the desk, bar, and coffee table heaped with
 
legal forms and journals and portfolios of the case
 
families I'd been working with.  Though I woke up every
 
morning to see the poster of Rosie the Riveter flexing
 
her arm and telling me that I could do it, I'd spent
 
more time in the weeks and months before then staring
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at the movie poster from Reality Bites that was on the
 
other wall.  "I'm sorry this place is such a mess," I
 
told Andie.  "If you can find a comfy spot to sit, go
 
for it!"
 
"I've seen worse, believe me," she said, collapsing
 
in the futon.  "You should've seen my place a couple
 
of weekends ago when the playoffs were on.  Steve and
 
a bunch of his buddies from work had a Yankees pool going.
 
So, naturally, they're all hanging out over at our house
 
-- which I wouldn't mind so much if they weren't such
 
pigs!"
 
"Andie," I said, chuckling.  "Isn't that what they
 
all seem like sometimes?"
 
"No, these guys were even worse than usual," she
 
said. "I mean, there was beer all over the carpet, pizza
 
crusts between the sofa cushions, that horrible stench
 
of cigar smoke  .  .  ."
 
"Then how'd you ever manage to get him away this
 
weekend?" I asked.  "They're playing the World Series!"
 
"Well, like I said before, I pretty much had to
 
bribe him," she said.  "They've got a satellite hookup
 
at the cabin where they're staying."
 
"Boy, that's really 'roughing it,' huh?"
 
"It worked," she said.  "I got him out of the house
 
for the weekend!"
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I grabbed a bottle of Zinfandel and two chilled
 
glasses from the fridge, then sat down next to Andie
 
on the futon.  "Relationships," I said.  "Aren't they
 
just grand?"
 
"Oh, stop it," she said.  "You're just pissed off
 
because you think you need a dick and you haven't got
 
one around right now!"
 
Suddenly, the sharp pain I'd felt in my stomach
 
earlier that evening began to twist once more.  I set
 
the bottle down hard on the coffee table, and glanced
 
sharply at Andie.  "Excuse me, but Kyle is not a dick!"
 
I blurted.
 
"Rae, I didn't mean--"
 
"I still care about him very much, you know," I
 
continued.  Which was true.  I do still care about him.
 
But I could not yet bring myself to telling Andie what
 
I really needed to.
 
"I know you do," she said, after a pause.  "But
 
when are you going to wake up and realize that he's not
 
coming back?"
 
"I know he's not coming back," I said.  "So maybe
 
it's time I went to find him."
 
"What-- you go out to California?" she said.
 
"That'll be the day!"
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"Why not?" I said.  "I've been thinking for quite
 
awhile about going out to 'the Coast.'  I haven't been
 
back there in about ten years."
 
"You told me last winter you were done with
 
traveling," she said.  "'Went enough places when I
 
was a kid,' you said. 'Think I'll just hang out in Ann
 
Arbor for a while.'"
 
"Well, that's only because I never had time to go
 
anyplace," I said.  "--And I knew that if I didn't shut
 
you up, you'd keep bugging me about taking a vacation."
 
"See, then, wasn't I right?" she said.  "You should
 
have taken that vacation a long time ago."
 
At that moment, I spotted a photo album atop the
 
paper piles that I'd been looking through earlier that
 
day.  It was open to a page that contained pictures of
 
me in happier times:  with Mom and Dad at my high school
 
graduation; with Rosa and Mario at the Detroit Zoo last
 
summer; with Kyle at his cousin's wedding a couple of
 
years ago.  And then, there was the one of Andie and
 
me -- clowning around in the apartment we'd moved into
 
the summer before our junior year.  Having had our fill
 
of dorm life, we found this cute two-bedroom on Catherine
 
Street that we couldn't pass up -- and wound up taking
 
an entire Saturday to just leisurely move our stuff in.
 
Later, we'd sent out for pizza, then Kyle and Steve came
 
over with beer -- and we wound up having a small bash
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to toast our new place.  By the time we'd all gotten
 
to bed that night, I was totally exhausted -- but I could
 
tell from the noise coming through the wall that she
 
still had some energy left.  "Sounds like they decided
 
to christen the bedroom," I'd whispered to Kyle as we
 
snuggled together.  I don't know why, but I envied her
 
at that moment -- wishing I'd possessed her strength,
 
her passion.
 
Her intuitiveness.
 
"Rae," she said, intercepting my hand as she'd caught
 
me reaching for the album.  "Don't do this to yourself."
 
She knew that I had a habit of looking through old
 
pictures whenever something got me down.  What she didn't
 
know, though, was the sharp chill that her touch had
 
just given me.
 
"Andie--"
 
"Just let go."
 
"--I can't just let go!" I said.  As her hand
 
lingered on my wrist, I wanted to reach out to her
 
-- to tell her everything I needed to tell her.  But
 
something held me back -- and at that moment, I just
 
wanted to explode.
 
"You really miss those crazy times we used to have,
 
don't you?" she said, with a smile.
 
"Yeah, I guess I do," I said.  "Sometimes I feel
 
like things were a lot more certain for me back then."
 42 
"Why do you say that?"
 
"I don't know," I said.  "I just didn't feel as
 
stressed out about shit as I do these days  .  .  ."
 
"Oh, come on, Rae!" she said, sharply.  "As long
 
as I've known you, it's always been an exam or a paper
 
-- or something.  Since when have you not been stressed
 
out about one thing or another?"
 
I paused for a moment, looking at her.  "I hate
 
this so-called 'career' of mine," I said.
 
"Join the club," she said.  "I have all sorts of
 
fun killing lab rats for a living, you know!"
 
"I'm serious, Andie," I said.  "When I first started
 
out in social work, I really thought I was cut out for
 
it.  I knew it would be a challenge and I knew I would
 
see a lot of stuff that would just rip my heart out.
 
But I honestly thought that, even as messed up as the
 
world is these days, if I could help just one person,
 
it'd all be worth it."
 
She looked at me again, smiling.  "Then I guess
 
you must be doing something right," she said.  "After
 
all, you were with two people this morning who needed
 
your help."
 
"I don't feel like I was very helpful," I said.
 
"Oh, Rae," she sighed.  "Don't ever sell yourself
 
short!  You have the kindest, most decent heart of any
 
person I know--"
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"Including your mom?"
 
"Yeah," she said.  "Including my mom.  We're a lot
 
closer now than we used to be."  She paused, gazing into
 
my eyes once more.  "For as long as we've known each
 
other," she continued, "there's a lot of shit that I've
 
never told you about me  .  .  ."
 
"Listen to you," I said.  "I spill everything to
 
you, and you hold stuff back from me!  What gives?"
 
"Well," she said, "they were all things that either
 
you didn't need to know -- or that you weren't ready
 
to hear."
 
"Like what?" I asked.
 
Again, I saw a smile on Andie's lips, as she reached
 
out her hand to mine.  "Let's just say I'm at peace
 
with myself," she said.  "I help the people I love to
 
overcome their pain in one way, and I deal with my own
 
differently."
 
"How's that?" I asked.
 
"Never mind," she said, shaking her head.
 
"No, Andie, tell me," I said.  "I want to know how
 
you deal with it."
 
"Forget it," she said.  "It was something really
 
silly, anyway."
 
"Like what?"
 
"Well," she said.  "--Do you remember when that
 
big storm hit a few years back?"
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At that instant, I felt the pain in my stomach
 
intensify, a queasy feeling permeate my whole body.
 
Just this past July, I'd thought of that stormy day in
 
our freshman year.  When I was driving home from Detroit
 
one afternoon, it seemed as if the sky turned dark almost
 
instantly -- the darkness punctuated only by flashes
 
of lightning.  The rain that pelted the windshield soon
 
mixed with hail, and it grew so intense that I could
 
barely see the road in front of me.  By the time I'd
 
walked through the front door I was already soaked, and
 
it was almost on instinct that I'd grabbed the t.v. remote
 
and began channel-surfing for weather information.  Bad
 
storms have always frightened me, and right then I could
 
feel my stomach churning violently.  Thinking that a
 
glass of milk might calm my nerves, I made my way to
 
the refrigerator -- only to notice the red light flashing
 
on the phone.  When I played the message, my whole body
 
began to shudder.  "Rae," she said.  "It's me, hon.
 
I buzzed your beeper around lunchtime, but you never
 
called me back.  It isn't important, I just wondered
 
how you were doing.  Call me when you get a chance.
 
Love ya, bye."  I played the message over and over again
 
-- my fear turning to anger.
 
Why was she doing this to me, I'd thought?
 
"Rae," she said now, breaking my thoughts.  "Are
 
you alright?"
 45 
"I'm fine," I'd told her.  "I was just spacing out,
 
that's all."  I'd noticed that she'd gotten up and began
 
to walk toward the door.  "Where are you going?" I asked.
 
"Oh, I just have to go out and check on something
 
in my car for a second," she said.  "I'll be back."
 
As I heard the door click shut behind her, I looked
 
straight ahead at the hutch along the opposite wall.
 
On one of the shelves was an empty space where I'd once
 
kept a picture of the two of us together:  our arms around
 
each other like sisters.  Though it was the one that
 
I'd considered my favorite, I'd lately grown to hate
 
it.  On that stormy day in July, in fact, I'd grabbed
 
it in anger -- almost throwing it to the floor and
 
stomping it to shreds.  There were ugly thoughts in my
 
head at that moment:  how I wished we'd never met; how
 
I wished she'd forget about me; how I felt she was turning
 
me against myself, my soul, my very being.  But as I
 
looked again at the picture, I'd thought back to that
 
spring day in our freshman year:  how we'd huddled under
 
the blanket, holding on to each other until the storm
 
passed.  Clutching the picture in my hand, I was still
 
trembling as I went to the futon and sank deep into the
 
cushion.  I glanced toward the curtained window, and
 
noticed the lightning had grown brighter and more
 
frequent.  The t.v. glitched and popped with every flash,
 
and I watched the storm warnings race across the screen.
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Yet even in the room's wan light, I could still make
 
out her image:  spiked hair, dyed black; big brown eyes;
 
a white t-shirt over taut breasts; a black mini and
 
fishnets over her slim torso.  At that moment, I'd finally
 
begun to see how beautiful she really was.  Hers was
 
a forbidden beauty -- one that I'd denied for years but
 
now felt no resistance to.  I knew there was no longer
 
any shelter for my feelings; and as I reached my hand
 
under my skirt and panties, I felt almost as if I were
 
in a trance.  When my fingers reached the sensitive spot
 
a moment later, I closed my eyes -- imagining that she
 
were there with me.  As the storm raged outside, I could
 
feel my heart pound, my breathing deepen, my body begin
 
to grind and twist in its movements.  I licked my lips
 
-- dreaming that she was circling them with her tongue
 
before moving it toward my nipples and clitoris.  Even
 
with my eyes closed, I could tell that the lightning
 
was getting closer -- yet I couldn't stop my fingers
 
from moving back and forth.  Just as I felt myself
 
starting to come, I heard a huge burst of thunder -­
and realized that the t.v. had gone black.  I felt my
 
thighs clamping together, a wave of orgasm pulse through
 
my entire body.  "Andie!" I screamed out in the darkness,
 
letting the picture drop from my hand as I slumped back
 
into the futon.
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"Rae!"  I now heard her muffled cry and her knock
 
-- and realized that I must have fallen into a daze once
 
more.  Still, I hesitated for a moment before going to
 
the door.  I could end this right now, I thought -- just
 
shut her out forever.  But this was the woman who, for
 
the last five years, I'd laughed and cried with; I'd
 
screamed at and whispered to.  She'd been there for me
 
the night I got the news about Dad's plane; the day I
 
blew that History test; the night that Kyle totaled his
 
car; and the day that he'd left for California.  Why,
 
then, should I hold this back from her, I thought.
 
She had the right to know.
 
"Rae!  Open the door!" she repeated, banging once
 
more.  Cautiously, I reached for the deadbolt  -- twisting
 
the knob vertically to free it.  I knew when I looked
 
at her that I had to tell her -- even if it meant the
 
end of our friendship.
 
"What took you so long?" she asked.
 
"I-- I was in the bathroom," I snapped.
 
"--I didn't hear the water running," she said.
 
Sitting on the futon once more, she unwrapped a paper
 
bag that she'd brought in with her.  "Look what I've
 
got, hon!"
 
"Hmmm," I said, immediately recognizing the green,
 
leafy substance that she'd pulled from the bag.  "What
 
is this?"
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As she looked at me, I noticed the sheepish grin
 
on her face.  "I can tell you've been eyeing up that
 
bong of yours ever since you got home," she said.  "I
 
figured it was about time to remedy the situation."
 
I grabbed the pipe from the hutch, handing it to
 
her.  "Care to do the honors?" I said.
 
I watched her fill the pipe bowl and light it, taking
 
a long draw for the first hit.  "Ahhh," she said.  "Just
 
like the old days!"
 
As she passed the pipe to me, I inhaled deeply -­
closing my eyes for a moment.  "You know," I said,
 
finally.  "I haven't smoked out in eons!"
 
"How come?" she asked -- taking a hit.  "Another
 
piss test?"
 
"No-- as if I cared," I said.  "It's just always
 
been kind of a social thing with me, you know.  And I
 
seldom have anybody to do it with these days."
 
"Funny you should mention that," she said.  "We
 
don't do it much anymore, either.  In fact, Steve hasn't
 
smoked any since the Fourth of July."
 
"You're kidding!" I said.  "Steve -- the all-American
 
stoner jock -- going clean and sober?"
 
"No, not quite," she said.  "He's still drinking
 
beer by the keg.  'It's not a ball game unless ya got
 
at least a six-pack,' he always says."
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"Uh-oh," I said.  "Am I detecting cracks in the
 
veneer of upwardly-mobile happiness?"
 
"Oh, I wouldn't exactly say that," she said.  "I
 
just wish, sometimes, he wasn't so damned predictable."
 
"Andie," I said, with a chuckle.  "He's always been
 
like that!"
 
"He's getting worse, though, all the time," she
 
said.  "When we were in college, he used to love to go
 
out and do things.  These days, when he's not at work,
 
he can usually be found on the living room sofa:  a beer
 
in one hand, the remote in the other, surfing back and
 
forth from sports channel to sports channel.  'The Yanks
 
are on ESPN tonight, hon!'  .  .  .  'The Red Wings are on
 
Hockey Night'  .  .  .  'The Pistons are playing the Bulls'
 
.  .  .  'You know I can't go to the Eastern Market with
 
ya today, babe -- the guys are comin' over in a little
 
while to watch the Cowboys'  .  .  .  'Did you remember to
 
call the cable company to order the pay-per-view for
 
Holyfield-Tyson?'  I mean, the man eats, shits, breathes,
 
and bleeds sports!  If we do go out anyplace at all
 
anymore, we usually wind up at some damned sports bar
 
that has a big screen t.v.!  I used to love to watch
 
sports with him once in a while, but he's gotten so
 
obsessed with 'da game' that I finally had throw him
 
out of the house just to get a little peace and quiet
 
from the cheeering crowds."
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"Hence, the rationale for the fishing trip," I said.
 
"Exactly," she said.  "I figured since he loves
 
sports so much, he might as well go and do one for a
 
weekend, while I go off and do my own thing."
 
"Which is?"
 
"At the moment, my dear," she said, "catching a
 
good buzz with someone I love."  I watched as she lit
 
the pipe once more, slowly inhaling.  "As for the rest
 
of the weekend," she continued.  "I guess I'll wait and
 
see."
 
When she passed the pipe to me, I felt her hand
 
linger on mine -- catching her gaze for a moment before
 
breaking it.  As I lit the pipe, I pressed my lips firmly
 
to the mouthpiece -- wishing, right then, it were her
 
that I was pressing them against.  But I knew I was not
 
strong enough to take that first step  .  .  .
 
* * * 
We sat facing each other on the futon a little
 
while later -- the bowl turned to ashes, the bottle
 
empty.  We were reminiscing about old times, laughing
 
about some of the goofy things we'd done.  We talked
 
about the tricks we'd played on people in the dorms;
 
of how she used to blow me out of the top bunk at the
 
crack of dawn by playing Ministry or Nine Inch Nails
 
full-blast on the stereo; of the time we'd sat in Denny's
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at four in the morning doing Beavis and Butthead
 
impersonations; of the weekend we'd spent in Toronto
 
-- where we'd gotten lost on the way to a concert; of
 
the time we'd driven back from a pro-choice rally in
 
Detroit along with five other people that we'd somehow
 
managed to squeeze into my V.W.; of the time we'd dropped
 
water balloons out the window on Steve in the middle
 
of January; of the time we'd tried to break Kyle of
 
singing in the shower by hiding his clothes and towel
 
and taking off on him; of the time that Kyle and I
 
accidentally woke her up on a Saturday morning because
 
we were fooling around so loudly in the shower.  Between
 
the laughter and the intoxicants, I'd actually gotten
 
to the point where I was finally starting to relax just
 
a bit.
 
Then, she struck a nerve once more.
 
"--You know, I still remember the time you walked
 
in on Steve and me," she blurted.  "Now, that was a hoot!"
 
"Funny you should remember that night," I said.
 
"I was so wasted that I barely remember it myself."
 
"It was a little spontaneous, I'll admit," she said.
 
"After all, you did tell me you'd be staying at Kyle's
 
that night."
 
"That's right," I said.  "But we'd gotten into an
 
argument and I wound up taking a cab home at like three
 
in the morning."
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"--And then you walked in the front door, caught
 
us going at it on the couch, and totally freaked!"
 
"I don't remember that part," I said.  "I do remember
 
him being pissed at me the next day, though."
 
"Oh, he just had a bruised ego, that's all," she
 
said.  "You rattled him a little when you walked in,
 
and that made him lose his rhythm.  I, on the hand,"
 
she continued, with a smile, "was laughing my naked
 
little booty off!"
 
"You know," I said, "I felt a little embarrassed
 
about that, afterwards."
 
"Why?" she said.  "I wasn't."  She paused again
 
for a second, looking away.  "If anything, I--"
 
"What?"
 
"Oh, nothing," she said.
 
Abruptly, I got up from the futon, clearing my
 
throat.  "I need some water," I said.  "Would you care
 
for a glass?"
 
"Sure," she said.
 
As I reached into the cupboard under the bar for
 
a pair of glasses, I noticed that she'd picked up the
 
photo album and was thumbing through it.  She looked
 
up for a moment, smiling at me as our eyes met, but it
 
seemed as if it were an uneasy smile.  I'd lied to her
 
about what I'd remembered that night -- and I sensed
 
that she knew it.  I could still see her in my mind
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as I walked through the door:  her lithe, beautiful body,
 
nude and writhing in pleasure.  For the longest time,
 
I really had felt awkward about that moment.  But lately,
 
I'd thought of it more and more in my fantasies -­
dreaming that it was me rather than Steve who was driving
 
her mad.  Still, I felt there was something more that
 
was bugging her -- something she'd wanted to tell me
 
but didn't.  And I was curious as to what that something
 
was.
 
"I could only find one clean glass,  so we'll have
 
to share it," I said, as I walked back toward the futon.
 
"Is that okay?"
 
"Huh-- Oh, yeah, that's cool," she said.  I noticed
 
her staring toward the hutch, squinting.  "Say, hon--"
 
"Yeah?"
 
She shifted her eyes back toward me, a puzzled look
 
on her face.  "What happened to the picture?" she said.
 
"What picture?" I snapped.
 
"The one of us that's your favorite," she said.
 
"You always used to keep it on the hutch."
 
"Oh, that one," I said.  "I moved it while I was
 
cleaning last week and just forgot to put it back up."
 
Another lie, I'd thought -- but how could I tell her
 
that I'd kept it on a shelf in the closet ever since
 
that day in July when my world changed?
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"Ohhh," she mouthed, suspiciously.  Now sitting
 
forward, she began to turn her head my way,  but then
 
stopped herself.  After a long pause, though, she turned
 
toward me once more.  "Rae--"
 
"Andie--" I answered.
 
"I was curious about something."
 
"What?"
 
She paused again, looking straight into my eyes.
 
"Have you ever been attracted to other women?" she said,
 
finally.
 
Instantly, I felt my stomach drop, my whole body
 
Somehow, I knew this moment was
 burn with anxiety.
 
coming, but I was still afraid of it.  I glanced for
 
a moment toward the bean bag in the corner, noticing
 
I'd thought of that day
 the blanket that lay atop it.
 
in July -- how it turned from torrid to clammy as the
 
storm passed.  After I'd got done scrubbing the fluids
 
of sex from my hands, I felt a sudden chill come over
 
Dragging the blanket from the closet, I returned
 me.
 
to the futon -- curling myself into a fetal position.
 
There I was -- lying beneath a blanket, shaking in a
 
darkness punctuated only by the  continuing flashes of
 
lightning.  Though I'd never been very religious,  I'd
 
almost expected God at that moment to strike me dead
 
and send me straight to hell for what I'd just done.
 
I felt as though I'd betrayed my family, my friends,
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all those who'd ever loved me and trusted me and cared
 
about me.  I picked up the picture once more, its subjects
 
now blurred and unrecognizable in the dark.  Still, I
 
knew who was in it -- and part of me wanted to blame
 
her for what had happened.
 
"Why do you ask that?" I said, sharply.
 
"I don't know," she said.  "I guess it's some­
thing we've never really talked about, for one thing,
 
and
 
"--And what?" I said.
 
She paused for a moment, shaking her head.
 
"Nothing," she said.  "Just forget it."
 
"What is it?" I asked, as I looked deeply into her
 
eyes.  I knew she was opening the door that I'd been
 
afraid to.  Now, I was waiting for her to open it all
 
the way.
 
"Well," she said, hesitantly.  "Remember when we
 
had lunch at the Gaia that one day last spring -- the
 
day you were giving me all that advice on how to create
 
space in my relationship?"
 
"Yeah," I said.  "What about it?"
 
She gazed back at me, without a blink.  "You weren't
 
suggesting something by any chance, were you?" she asked.
 
At that moment, I froze -- totally speechless.
 
i knew then that she'd found me out, but I still didn't
 
know what to say.  I'd never considered myself homophobic
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-- yet I'd never before had these kind of feelings for
 
another woman.  How could I tell my best friend that
 
I wanted to be with her, I thought.
 
"Rae," she said, gently.
 
"Andie--" I began, before choking on my words.
 
I got up for a moment, walking a step before turning
 
toward her once more.  "How could you tell?" I said,
 
finally.
 
She paused for a moment, then started again, calmly.
 
"You were flirting a lot that day, I'd noticed," she
 
said.  "Long looks, hand gestures, things you started
 
to say but couldn't finish."  She got up from the futon,
 
taking a step toward me.  "I didn't quite know what to
 
make of it at first," she continued.  "But when you
 
stopped returning my calls, I had a pretty good idea."
 
"Andie, I--"
 
"Why did you shut me out, Rae?" she asked.  She
 
placed her hand gently on my shoulder, but I pulled
 
myself away.
 
"Because," I said, "I was ashamed of myself."
 
"Why were you ashamed?" she said.
 
I threw my head back, putting a hand to my face
 
to brush away a tear.  "I was ashamed," I sobbed, "because
 
I knew I was turning queer and I hated myself for it.
 
I felt like I was turning against everything I'd ever
 
known.  I felt like I was cursing Mom, spitting on Dad's
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grave, throwing away my memories of Kyle."  I looked
 
at her for a moment, snuffling.  "But most of all," I
 
continued, "I felt like I was stabbing you in the back.
 
I felt alone and scared, and didn't even have my best
 
friend to turn to--"
 
"Oh, Rae," she whispered, putting her arms around
 
me.  I wanted to pull away from her, but realized that
 
I couldn't let go.  I wrapped my arms around her, pressing
 
my hands tightly to her back.
 
"You probably hate me, don't you?" I sobbed.
 
She looked at me again, smiling slightly.  "Why
 
would I hate you?" she said.
 
"Because I'm a freak!" I said, bitterly.
 
She rolled her eyes for a second, sighing.  "You're
 
not a freak!" she said.  "And, besides, nobody just
 
'turns' queer."
 
"Yeah, right!" I said.
 
"Honey, we've had lots of gay friends over the
 
years," she said.  "You've never thought that they were
 
freaks."
 
"That's different," I said.
 
"How so?"
 
Letting go of her, I moved a few steps away.  "It
 
was different," I continued, "because we knew that about
 
them right away.  It wasn't as if took us years to find
 
out -- or, that they'd all of a sudden just 'changed
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sides' overnight."  Wiping another tear from my cheek,
 
I looked at her once more.  "I feel like I've deceived
 
you," I said, "--like I've kept something from you that
 
I thought was so dark and ugly that I would have rather
 
destroyed our friendship than to tell you what it was."
 
She moved toward me again slowly, gazing.  "Remember
 
when I told you before that there was a lot of shit that
 
you never knew about me?"
 
"Yeah?"
 
"Well," she said.  "You remember my friend Robyn,
 
don't you?"
 
"Is she the one I met a couple of years back?" I
 
asked. "The one who's going to school in England now?"
 
"Yeah," she said.  "When we were in high school,
 
Robyn and I were a lot like you and me in college -­
it seemed like there was nothing we didn't do together.
 
Anyway, toward the end of our junior year, her parents
 
were out of town for a weekend and I was staying with
 
her.  It was Friday night, but we didn't really feel
 
like going out because the weather had been crappy all
 
day, so we'd just decided to rent a couple of movies
 
and kick it there for the evening."  She paused for a
 
second, gazing at me once more.  "It started to storm
 
something fierce outside," she continued.  "The thunder
 
was like gunfire and the lightning so intense you could
 
almost feel it through the walls.  Suddenly, we saw a
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blinding flash through the window -- and the whole house
 
went dark.  Robyn screamed, then jumped up frantically.
 
I knew that storms had always freaked her, so I told
 
her to stay calm and get down next to me on the floor.
 
Instinctively, I pulled the blanket off her bed and put
 
it around us.  She whispered to me to hold her, so I
 
put my arms around her and pulled her close.  The next
 
thing I knew, she'd pressed her lips to mine and began
 
to kiss me.  We'd always been very affectionate toward
 
one another, but at that instant I turned away from her.
 
I'd been with boys since I was thirteen, and just never
 
dreamed I could have those kind of feelings for a girl.
 
But Robyn was special:  kind, beautiful, intelligent.
 
I, too, wanted to get closer, wanted to feel everything
 
with her -- yet I was so scared that I knew I'd never
 
take that first step.  I still remember how gentle her
 
hand was against my cheek, how soft her voice was when
 
she me told not to be afraid.  And when we finally made
 
love that night, it was one of the most wonderful expe­
riences I'd ever felt."
 
"Andie," I said finally, after a long pause.  "Can
 
I ask you something?"
 
"Sure," she said.
 
"Why did you ask me earlier if I'd remembered that
 
storm years ago?"
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"I don't know," she said.  "I guess part of me had
 
always kind of hoped that maybe you were trying to grab
 
a feel on me that day.
 
I looked deeply into her eyes, a tear running down
 
my cheek once more.  "Are you serious?" I whispered,
 
after a pause.
 
She gazed back at me, nodding her head.  "Now, do
 
you know what's been going through my mind all these
 
years?" she said.
 
"Why didn't we ever talk about this?" I asked.
 
"Well, I guess part of it had to do with Steve,"
 
she said.  "He doesn't know -- and I've never wanted
 
to hurt him."
 
"--And," I said.  "What else?"
 
"Well--" she said, "I also knew that you weren't
 
ready to talk about it."
 
"Why did you think that?" I said.
 
"Take a look at yourself right now," she said.
 
As I listened to her, I'd thought for a moment of the
 
lectures in my Soc classes on understanding human
 
nature -- and how they'd never really hit me until then.
 
"Sometimes, trying to figure out the people we think
 
we know is the most difficult," she continued.  "--And
 
I guess I was always afraid that I might shatter your
 
image of me if I told you."
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For what seemed like a long time, I stood there
 
-- gazing at her in silence.  "Andie," I said, finally.
 
"I am ready to talk about it."
 
Taking a step toward me, Andie put her hands to
 
my cheeks -- and I felt a touch so soft that it gave
 
me an instant chill.  "Don't hold back, Rae," she
 
whispered, as she moved her lips slowly toward mine.
 
Though we'd pecked each other platonically lots of times,
 
I'd never before felt such a rush of passion in a kiss
 
as I did at that moment.  As I circled my tongue around
 
hers, I closed my eyes -- knowing the moment had finally
 
arrived, wanting to taste every inch of her being.  When
 
she'd finally retreated, she moved behind me, and I could
 
feel her hands on my shoulders.
 
"Sssh," she mouthed.  "Just relax."  Gently, she
 
began to massage my neck and shoulders, kissing them
 
as she went along.  I closed my eyes once more, breathing
 
deeper and deeper as I could feel her hands moving toward
 
my breasts.  Even though she was touching me over my
 
bra and sweater, I could feel my nipples hardening -­
and, for a moment, my breaths became gasps.
 
"Andie--" I whispered, squeezing her hand gently
 
to stop her.  I turned to face her once more -- wrapping
 
my arms tightly around her, moving my hands across her
 
back and buttocks.  "Show me more."
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After kissing me again on the lips, she took my
 
hand and started to lead me back across the room toward
 
the futon.  Along the way, though, we passed the hutch,
 
and I hit the "play" button on the c.d. player -­
remembering that I'd still had Kate Bush's The Sensual
 
World in it from earlier that day.  As I reached for
 
the light switch, I felt her brush a pinkie over the
 
nape of my neck -- and I instantly breathed a sigh of
 
pleasure.  For a moment, we stood face-to-face in the
 
darkness -- then slowly, we began to take off each other's
 
clothes.  Gently tugging on my arm, she pulled me toward
 
the bar -- breaking herself away long enough to fumble
 
for something.  I knew then that she must've noticed
 
the candle which had set dark on the countertop -- and
 
I guided her hand gently toward it.  In the room's new
 
light, we looked at each other again.  Though I'd seen
 
her nude body before, I'd never felt so drawn to it:
 
I could see the gentle curves in her breasts, her stomach,
 
her hips and buttocks.  As we embraced once more, I could
 
feel the softness of her skin -- and slowly, we began
 
to move to the rhythms of the music.  We soon found
 
ourselves back out in the middle of the floor -- the
 
shadows of our bodies dancing along the wall in the dim
 
candlelight.
 
"You're wearing patchouli, aren't you?" she
 
whispered.
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"Yeah," I said.  I smiled at her -- remembering,
 
for a moment, how my favorite fragrance had repulsed
 
her back in our early dorm days.  "Does it still bother
 
you?" I asked.
 
"No," she whispered. "--And it never really did!"
 
When we'd returned to the futon once more, we lay
 
facing each other:  hands clasped, eyes fixed on one
 
another.  Starting with tiny pecks on my forehead and
 
cheeks, she moved her lips and tongue slowly across my
 
body.  Again, I felt my breasts swell, my nipples harden,
 
my breaths turn to moans.  As she kissed her way down
 
my stomach and legs and back up my inner thighs, I looked
 
toward the ceiling -- watching the glow of the candle
 
dance about as its flame flickered and surged.  When
 
she'd finally reached my vulva, she paused for a moment,
 
taking a deep breath.  "Open your heart," she whispered
 
-- finally entering me with a gentle flick of her tongue.
 
"Yes!" I mouthed, closing my eyes at the sensation
 
of Andie's tongue.  I felt my body tingle, my hips begin
 
to shift and twist involuntarily, but I pushed her head
 
gently toward my torso -- begging her to go deeper.
 
"Andie--" I moaned -- forcing my breaths as her tongue
 
sent me closer and closer to the edge.  Just as she'd
 
reached my clitoris, I could hear a train passing nearby
 
-- its horn sounding out a warning as it approached a
 
crossing.  At that moment, my body was nearly convulsive.
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My fantasy of last July was coming true, and right then,
 
nothing else mattered to me:  not Kyle, not Mom and Dad,
 
not my job, not even the fear I'd had of my own sexuality.
 
"Oh, Andie, make me--" I cried, when I knew I could hold
 
back no longer.  As my body began to flow, I could feel
 
my anxiety flowing with it -- and I screamed with joy.
 
"There," I heard her whisper, as I opened my eyes
 
to see her smiling at me.  There were beads of sweat
 
on her forehead, the moisture of sex on her chin and
 
lips, but I kissed her deeply -- tasting, for the first
 
time, the traces of myself as our tongues met.  "Did
 
I ever tell you how beautiful you are?" I whispered.
 
"Show me," she said.  Slowly, I began to move my
 
lips and tongue down her neck -- mimicking what she'd
 
done to me.  She gasped as I kissed her breasts, her
 
stomach, her hips and legs.  When I passed over her
 
lower hip, I realized how closely I was viewing her
 
tattoo of the Cherokee Corn Mother -- and methodically
 
traced its lines with my tongue.  But as I'd reached
 
the top of her inner thighs, I stopped for a moment -­
suddenly, a bit nervous about the next step.
 
"Don't expect any miracles," I said, looking up
 
at her. "I haven't exactly done this before."
 
"Don't worry, sweetie," she said, reaching a hand
 
to my cheek.  "Just take your time."
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Brushing a finger over Andie's vulva, I moved slowly
 
toward it -- finally entering her with my tongue.  At
 
first, there was a tickle on my nose, and I realized
 
how awkward I'd felt about my movements.  Yet, she cooed
 
with approval -- and gradually, she began to move her
 
pelvic muscles in sync to my slow, deliberate strokes.
 
"That's it," she whispered -- running her fingers through
 
my hair as I moved deeper and deeper inside her.  As
 
my tongue reached her clitoris, her soft moans became
 
a sudden low scream, and I froze for an instant -­
frightened by inexperience.  Without saying a word,
 
however, she gently grasped my hand once more -- and
 
I knew then that she was urging me onward.  Closing my
 
eyes again, I thought of that warm September day five
 
years before when we'd first met -- of how I wasn't even
 
sure then if we could ever become friends.  Now, I was
 
at the point where I wanted to lose my inhibitions with
 
her completely -- to tear down every last barrier between
 
us.  When I finally brought her to climax, I could feel
 
her body shudder -- and I knew that I'd just drained
 
away years of simmering tension from it.  My hair was
 
mussed; my face wet with sweat and the traces of her
 
essence.  Still, I looked up at her and smiled.  As she
 
leaned forward to kiss me once more, I heard a dog barking
 
outside -- and I'd suddenly remembered our conversation
 
from earlier in the evening.
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"You were right," I said, after catching my breath.
 
"About what?" she mouthed.
 
"Full moons."
 
"See," she said, "I told you."  As she smiled at
 
me again, those beautiful browns of hers looked even
 
deeper than they had before.  It was at that moment,
 
I'd realized, that they'd become the eyes of a lover.
 
"God, Retro, I love you so much!" I whispered, as
 
I pulled her toward me once more.
 
"I love you too, Deadhead," she whispered.  "I
 
always have."
 
* * * 
The sun was shining through the window, and the
 
birds were singing that Sunday morning -- but what had
 
really awoken me was the aroma of fresh coffee that was
 
wafting through the room.  Despite our long hours of
 
exploring each other the night before, Andie had still
 
managed to get up before me and make breakfast for us.
 
"Wake up, sleepyhead!" she yelled.  "Your food's
 
getting cold!"
 
When I'd returned from brushing my teeth in the
 
bathroom a few minutes later, the birds' voices had
 
been displaced by k.d. lang's, and there were two plates
 
of eggs and toast and two cups of coffee atop the still-

lowered futon.  I sat cross-legged on the futon, facing
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her once more.  Her hair was still wet from a shower,
 
and I noticed that she'd raided the closet for my
 
favorite bathrobe.  I looked into her eyes for a long
 
moment, smiling, watching her smile back at me.  "You're
 
incredible," I said, finally.  "Thank you."
 
"You're not so bad yourself, hon," she said.
 
"We were pretty crazy last night," I said, "weren't
 
we?"
 
"Yeah," she said.  "How are you feeling?"
 
"Great!" I said.  "For the first time in ages.
 
How about you?"
 
"Fantastic!" she mouthed.
 
"I was curious about something, though  .  .  ."
 
"What?"
 
As I paused for a sip of coffee, I looked at her
 
once more.  "Where do we go from here with this?" I asked.
 
"Where do you want it to go?" she asked, in return.
 
"I'm not sure yet," I told her.  And the truth was,
 
I really wasn't.  I wanted to discover more with her:
 
to share and to touch; to go to places that neither of
 
us had been before; to fall asleep in her arms each
 
night, and wake to see the new day with her each morning.
 
Still, I knew that lust was not love -- and I didn't
 
want either her relationship with Steve or our friendship
 
to be wrecked by one incredible moment.  Though we'd
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each gotten what we wanted from one another, I still
 
felt a bit troubled inside because of it.
 
"Well," she said.  "Do you want a suggestion?"
 
"What?"
 
"Take some time off," she said. "Go take that trip
 
out West that you were talking about.  A change of scenery
 
might do you some good."
 
"You're right," I said.  "If nothing else, at least
 
it'll give me a little time to sort things out."
 
"Just promise me one thing, hon," she said.  "--That
 
you won't get hung up on Kyle."
 
"Don't worry," I said, clutching her hand.  "I'm
 
cutting loose from the past this time-- I mean it.  The
 
only baggage that's going with me on this trip will be
 
the suitcase that holds my clothes."
 
She squeezed my hand for a moment, smiling.  "I
 
know you can do it," she said.  "I have confidence in
 
you.  Just don't be afraid of yourself."
 
"I'm not, really," I said.  "I just don't want to
 
hurt anybody, that's all."
 
"You won't!" she said.  "You're a good person, Rae.
 
You just need to let yourself go every once in a while."
 
"--Like last night, you mean?"
 
She paused for a moment, smiling.  "Tell me
 
something," she said.  "Do you still feel like a freak?"
 
"No," I said, with a smile.
 69 
"Then who gives a shit what anybody else thinks?"
 
she said.  "You know, hon, sometimes you just need to
 
tell the rest of the world, 'Look, this is me.  If you
 
don't like it, tough!'"  Again, I felt her hand gripping
 
mine, as she looked straight into my eyes.  "But most
 
of all," she said, "You need to be strong -- always!"
 
"Like you," I said.  "You know, I've always admired
 
your strength--"
 
"--And I've always admired your patience," she said.
 
Holding hands, we gazed at one another for a long
 
time.  Though we'd both realized that our breakfast had
 
grown cold, neither of us seemed to care much.  "So,"
 
I said, finally breaking the silence.  "When Steve asks
 
what you did with your weekend, what will you tell him?"
 
"I'm not worried about him, for the moment," she
 
said.  "I've got the rest of the day."  She smiled at
 
me once more, stroking my fingers gently.  "We're here
 
now," she said, "and that's all that matters."
 
* * * 
10:48 A.M. -­
Today's stop in Denver was longer than scheduled,
 
as they'd had to add another engine for the mountains.
 
The delay gave me a chance to browse the station's gift
 
shop for a few items: chewing gum, to keep my ears from
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popping; overpriced Colorado postcards; and a cute
 
greeting card featuring Garfield the Cat.
 
She's kept a stuffed Garfield in her room for as
 
long as I've known her.
 
I read the card's inscription, then look out the
 
window for a moment.  The grassy plains are now behind
 
us, having given way to forest and alpine as we climb
 
deeper into the Rockies.  It is snowing again, and I
 
notice that we are rounding a mountainside:  straight
 
up to the left, straight down to the right.  I feel as
 
if this mountain is my life, and I am a climber trapped
 
in a storm -- unable to see either the top or bottom
 
from where I'm at.
 
Reaching into my bag, I take out a pen and one of
 
the postcards -- its glossy side an image of these same
 
mountains on a clear day.  After a few minutes I set
 
my pen down, proofreading what I'd written:
 
A-­
I know I've told you about a million times
 
already, but that first evening together was
 
beautiful.  People can think what they want
 
to, but I know better.  No one can ever take
 
that feeling away from us.  Just thought you
 
should know.
 
Love, R
 
Placing it inside the other card, I seal them both in
 
the card's envelope.  I look out the window once more,
 
dreaming of the day when I will understand my feelings.
 
Longing for the day when I won't have to hide them.
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Chapter Four
 
12:36 P.M., 16 Jan. -- Through the rain-spotted window,
 
groves of date and eucalyptus trees appear dark beneath
 
a gray metal sky.  The sea scrolls into pounding waves
 
near the shoreline, then merges with the sky along the
 
drab horizon.  This is not the California I remember
 
from my last trip west -- the sparkling sun-drenched
 
land one sees in the movies.
 
Or, in postcards.
 
The one I have in my hand has a picture of the Santa
 
Monica Pier on one such golden day.  I remember when
 
Kyle first moved to L.A. -- how he would wait until the
 
coldest part of the winter to send me some damned postcard
 
of sunshine and palm trees and a beautiful blue ocean
 
and write "Wish you were here!" with a smile on the back.
 
At first, I thought he was just being smart.  Then, after
 
we'd lost touch, I wondered if it was his own way of
 
getting even.
 
I guess we both took each other for granted.
 
It wasn't supposed to happen like this.  I've missed
 
him so much that I'd thought I should take some time
 
and try to re-establish at least some link between us.
 
I never realized how much he still cared, how much he
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needs more than I can give.  I never meant to hurt him,
 
never wanted to be the one to bring him to his frontier.
 
But now, I've done it.  Twice.
 
* * * 
It was on the patio of a little seafood restaurant
 
where I waited for Kyle that day.  The January sun was
 
warm despite its low angle, the breeze off the ocean
 
refreshing.  Though I could see city on all sides of
 
me, the pier was quiet that afternoon -- and it actually
 
felt quite relaxing after having spent two days in Las
 
Vegas plowing through crowds on the Strip.  Slowly sipping
 
my margarita, I'd thought of his new life:  how he was
 
doing, where he was spending his time, who he was seeing
 
these days.  Somewhere, I thought, there's a woman who
 
should consider herself blessed to have such a special
 
person in her life.
 
Sometimes, I still wonder if maybe I should have
 
been that woman.
 
I glanced back toward the wooden pilings, and noticed
 
him walking toward me:  tanner, slightly thinner, longer
 
hair.  He was wearing a pair of black Dockers with a
 
matching jacket, powder blue t-shirt, deck shoes, and
 
wayfarers.  Instinctively, I got up from my chair, waving
 
to him.  "I wasn't expecting one of the guys from Miami
 
Vice!" I yelled.
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His eyes still shielded by the dark sunglasses,
 
he smiled back at me.  "Nice to see you, too," he said,
 
playfully.
 
As we embraced each other, I felt his chin against
 
my cheek -- and realized immediately that his goatee
 
was gone.  "Hmmm," I mouthed, "What's with this clean-cut
 
look?"
 
"Something different," he said.  "I see you've still
 
got the curls.  I'm kind of surprised."
 
"Well, I have made a few changes," I said.  "Look
 
at my left ankle."
 
He held his mouth open for a second, then crouched
 
down to look at the tattoo I'd gotten over Christmas.
 
"You finally got your dolphin, I see!" he said.
 
"Uh-huh."
 
"Where?"
 
"At that shop in Traverse City," I said.  "The one
 
we used to drive by every time we were up there- ­
remember?"
 
"Oh, yeah," he said.  "Boy, I'll bet your mom was
 
thrilled about that, huh?"
 
"Oh, she'll get over it," I said.  "Actually, she
 
even thought it turned out kind of neat!"
 
"Well, then," he said, with a smile.  "Maybe there's
 
some hope for her after all."
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"You know," I said, "she asked me how you were
 
doing."
 
"Really?" he said.  "I never exactly thought that
 
I was one of her favorite people.
 
"Well, you know how she is," I said.  "It always
 
takes her a long time to--"
 
"What?"
 
I stopped for a second -- thinking of the conver­
sation I'd had with Mom a few weeks back.  'Have you
 
found a new guy yet?' she asked, darting around the
 
kitchen frantically as she made breakfast.  'No wonder
 
you're always so down in the dumps!  You should find
 
yourself another guy like Kyle-- You two always seemed
 
so happy together!'  And at that moment, I agreed with
 
her for once.  For a long time, I'd thought that the
 
years I'd spent with Kyle while we were both at Michigan
 
were the happiest of my life.  I'd thought I knew who
 
I was then, where I was going in life -- and things seemed
 
so certain for me in those days.  But as I sat sipping
 
coffee in Mom's kitchen on that cold Thanksgiving morning,
 
my eyes focused on a picture collage she'd hanged on
 
a wall.
 
One of the snapshots was of Andie and me together
 
at graduation.
 
"Rae?" he said, breaking my thoughts.  "What's
 
wrong?"
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"Oh, nothing," I said.  "I was just lost in thought,
 
that's all."
 
Though it was creeping ever closer to the horizon,
 
the sun was still warm as we wandered down the pier a
 
little while later.  Despite my New Year's resolution
 
to lose a few pounds, my weakness for rich foods
 
overpowered my resolve to diet -- and I suggested that
 
we try to walk off some of our lunch of Baja prawn
 
stir-fry and calamari rings.  Kyle agreed, so we strolled
 
arm-in-arm:  talking, laughing, reminiscing about our
 
days in Ann Arbor.  I'd thought of the walks we used
 
to take together -- of the warm feeling I got from his
 
touch, the softness of his hair as I ran my fingers
 
through it, the beauty in his eyes when he smiled at
 
me.  But though it felt good to be near him once more,
 
his grip actually felt a little uncomfortable at times
 
-- and there were moments when I wanted nothing more
 
than to pull away from him.
 
"So," he said, "What did you think of that place?"
 
"Mmm," I mouthed.  "The food was scrumptious.
 
Thanks!"
 
"Of all the places where I could eat in this city,"
 
he said, "I fall in love with that little dive."
 
"Hey," I said, "sometimes those little dives are
 
the best."
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"Remember the falafel place near the Quad that we
 
used to go to?" he asked.
 
"Oh, yeah," I said.  "Hardly any room to sit, but
 
they had the best food!"  Smiling, I glanced at him for
 
a moment.  "I was wondering something, though--"
 
"Yeah?"
 
"Is there any special reason you ordered calamari
 
rings?"
 
"Well you know I've always--"  He stopped himself,
 
a smile coming over his face at that moment.  "Now I
 
remember--" he said.  "My birthday three years ago."
 
"Uh-huh," I said.
 
"I was laughing my ass off," he said.  "--But you
 
were so upset, you were almost in tears."
 
"I wanted to do something special for you," I said
 
-- recalling that night when I'd made a total mess of
 
the kitchen.  "But that damned squid was so slimy and
 
gross, I couldn't cut him apart!"
 
"--And I think I wound up letting you take me out
 
to dinner that night instead," he added.
 
I closed my eyes for a moment, breathing deeply
 
as the breeze kissed my face.  "Ahhh," I said, "I still
 
can't believe this is the middle of winter!"
 
"Isn't it great?" he said.  "You know, this reminds
 
me of that day we were sitting out in Huron Park arguing
 
about music."
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"--April of '93!" I said.
 
"What was it?" he said, "We agreed on R.E.M., but
 
disagreed on Depeche Mode and Steely Dan--"
 
"You and your damned Steely Dan!" I said.  "Every
 
time you wanted to annoy me, you'd put on 'Rikki Don't
 
Lose That Number' and turn it up sky-high!"  Hearing
 
his chuckle, I looked at him -- and also began to laugh.
 
"Why did you hate that song so much, anyway?" he
 
said.
 
"It reminded me of grade school," I said.  "Everybody
 
used to call me  ' Ricki' -- and I hated that nickname!"
 
"Well, you got even with me for that one, didn't
 
you!" he added.  "Remember when we went to pick up Andie
 
at her mom's that time?"
 
"Oh, how could I forget?" I said, playfully.  "The
 
'Non-Stop Depeche Mode Marathon!'"
 
"Right," he said.  "All the way to Cincinnati -­
and back!"
 
"Wasn't our cover of 'People Are People' just
 
precious, though?"
 
"Which one?" he said.  "The extended-obnoxiousness
 
mix?"
 
"Still being a baby about it, huh?" I said.  "We
 
were just trying to have a little fun with you!"
 
"--By the way," he said.  "How's she doing?"
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"Fine," I said.  "She's helped me get through a
 
few problems lately, and I'm glad she's been there for
 
me."  I glanced at him for a moment, an uneasy smile
 
on my face.  What I really wanted to say was 'Don't go
 
there, Kyle!'  When we were together, he'd joked a few
 
times about inviting Andie over to join us for sex.
 
He could never understand why I got so upset over that
 
suggestion -- and even I didn't understand it for a long
 
time.
 
But now that I do understand, would he hate me if
 
he knew why?
 
"See those benches over there," he said, breaking
 
my thoughts.
 
"Yeah," I said.  "What about them?"
 
"That's where I used to sit," he said, "whenever
 
I felt like writing one of those cheesy 'Wish you were
 
here!' postcards."
 
"Hey, I dig those cheesy postcards!" I said, with
 
a smile.  "I've kept every one of them."
 
"So--" he said.  "Did anything interesting ever
 
happen between you and that guy you told me about?"
 
"Who-- Greg?" I said, with a sharp glance toward
 
him.  "No, not really."
 
"Why not?" he asked.
 
"Oh, it's a long story," I said -- attempting to
 
divert our conversation elsewhere.  "I'd rather not get
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into it."  To my right, I heard the click of a fishing
 
reel, and glanced for a moment to see that a man had
 
just cast his line toward the water.  I thought of the
 
lonely old fisherman in Hemingway's novel -- and strangely
 
imagined seeing Kyle in about forty years or so:  sitting
 
all day on this pier, waiting to catch 'The Big One.'
 
"How 'bout you?" I said, finally.  "You haven't told
 
me about any of the women in your life these days."
 
"Well, you know," he started, "it seems like the
 
job eats up so much of my time that I hardly get a chance
 
to go out and meet people anymore  .  .  ."
 
"Oh, by the way," I said, abruptly, "--nice article
 
on the Seattle music scene last month.  I was going to
 
tell on the phone the other day, but I forgot."
 
"Thanks," he said.  "Hardly even my best effort
 
and I still get at least one vote of confidence on it.
 
I guess I must be doing something right after all."
 
"Uh-oh," I said.  "Do I detect a slight case of
 
the I-Hate-My-Job-So-Much-I-Could-Just-Smash-My-Head-

Into-The-Wall blues?"
 
"No, not at all," he said.  "Actually, the job itself
 
couldn't be better.  It's just that it's harder to meet
 
people out here than I thought it would be.  It seems
 
like everybody's always coming or going and never seems
 
to have time to connect."  He paused for a moment, and
 
in his silence I heard the screech of a crow who was
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hovering overhead.  "There was that thing with Marta
 
that lasted for a while--"
 
"Marta?" I asked.
 
"Oh, she was this woman I met on the elevator one
 
day when I was going to work," he said.  "She's an
 
instructor at a language institute that's in the same
 
building as the magazine."
 
"Really?" I said.  "What does she look like?"
 
"Ah, fishing are we?" he mused.  "Well, let me think.
 
Shorter than you.  Darker features.  Nice bod.  Brainy.
 
Spunky personality.  Originally from Kiev."  He paused
 
for a moment, smiling slightly.  "She kind of reminds
 
me of Andie, in fact -- if Andie were Ukranian-Jewish,
 
that is."
 
I paused for a moment -- taken aback by yet another
 
of his references to Andie.  I wanted to avoid telling
 
him about us if I could, but he was making it more and
 
more difficult.  "She sounds cool," I said, finally.
 
"What happened?"
 
"I don't know," he said.  "I guess we couldn't figure
 
out what we wanted from one another."
 
"I'm sorry," I said.
 
"There's no need for you to feel sorry," he said.
 
"I mean, you know how I feel about commitment  .  .  ."
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"Let me guess," I said.  "You caught her on the
 
rebound, and she didn't want to get involved again,
 
right?"
 
"Actually," he said, "she claims that she never
 
ties herself down to anybody -- man or woman."
 
"Oh," I muttered, uneasily.  What is he really afraid
 
of, I thought, to myself:  her unwillingness to commit
 
-- or her willingness to explore.  I wondered how he
 
would look at me if we'd just met -- and if I tried to
 
be honest with him about what I felt inside.  I could
 
feel him gripping my hand as he had so many times before,
 
yet I was beginning to wonder if I'd ever really known
 
him at all.
 
"Remember when we were up to your mom's three summers
 
ago," he continued.  "We drove out to Lake Michigan that
 
night to watch the sunset--"
 
"How could I forget?" I said.  "It was the prettiest
 
I've ever seen."
 
He moved closer to me, looking deeply into my eyes.
 
"Just wait here a little while," he said, softly.  "The
 
ones here are even better."  Though I knew where he was
 
leading, I lost myself for a moment -- and tried to
 
pretend that what we'd had was still real.  As he moved
 
his lips toward mine, I closed my eyes -- thinking of
 
the first time we'd kissed, the first time we'd made
 
love, of how the sand felt against our bodies as we rolled
 82 
on the dark lakeshore after the sun had set that July
 
evening.  But there was something different about this
 
kiss:  I felt no spark, no passion.  Though I still found
 
his touch soothing, I pulled myself away -- realizing,
 
at that point, that I could no longer carry on my charade.
 
"Kyle," I whispered.  "I can't--"
 
"Don't tell me you don't miss it," he said.  "I
 
know you better than that."
 
"No, you don't," I said.  "There's something I need
 
to tell you  .  .  ."
 
"What is it?" he asked.
 
I hesitated for a moment, looking toward the water
 
once more to see a huge wave curling toward its break.
 
"A couple of months ago," I began, "I ran into Andie
 
at the Blue Dog."
 
"--And you guys talked," he said.  "So?"
 
"At the time," I said, sharply, "I was an emotional
 
wreck.  My job was killing me.  A friend I'd tried to
 
help had gotten burned out of her house the night before.
 
And then, there was this thing with Andie, too--"
 
"Andie?" he said.  "What thing?"
 
"Forget it," I said.  "You wouldn't understand,
 
anyway."
 
"Try me," he said.
 
I paused once more, taking a deep breath.  "It
 
started months before," I continued, "--back in about
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spring of last year.  At first, I thought it might be
 
just some kind of fleeting curiosity -- something that
 
would pass if I put it out of my mind.  I tried for
 
months to avoid all contact with her:  no lunch dates,
 
no nights-out, not even any phone calls.  But the more
 
I tried to suppress my feelings, the more they gnawed
 
away at me.  And you know how you can't keep anything
 
from that girl--"
 
"What happened?" he said, sharply.
 
"We wound up back at my apartment that night, talking
 
over wine and weed," I said.  "Then, she made a pass
 
at me -- and I guess everything just sort of came out
 
from there."
 
Pressing his hands into the rail, he turned toward
 
me -- a look of hurt on his face.  "Great," he said.
 
"You fucked Andie!"
 
"Kyle--"
 
"--What else have you not gotten around to telling
 
me?"
 
"First of all," I said, sharply, "I didn't just
 
'fuck' Andie, alright-- there was more to it than that.
 
Second, I've never lied to you about anything!  Third,
 
what the hell do you care?  I wouldn't exactly say I'm
 
cheating on you, since we're no longer together, anyway--"
 
"--Which is probably best," he snapped.  "I'd hate
 
to think what you'd be doing behind my back right now!"
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"What is your problem?" I said, pointedly.  "Are
 
you a bit jealous, perhaps?"
 
"What's that supposed to mean?"
 
"Oh, come on, Kyle!" I said.  "I remember the way
 
you used to look at her sometimes.  Remember the time
 
she went to that job interview wearing a kilt and a tie?
 
I thought I'd have to tuck a napkin into your shirt to
 
keep you from drooling all over it!  What about the day
 
she got her tattoo?-- I thought you'd never stop staring
 
at her thigh!"  I stopped myself for a moment, glaring
 
back at him.  "--And," I continued, "what was that I
 
used to hear about 'I think it'd be fun to have a threesie
 
sometime'?"
 
"Okay, so I thought she was cute," he said.  "I'll
 
admit I even fantasized about her a few times.  But
 
that's all they ever were -- fantasies -- and at least
 
I never acted on mine.  And besides, they weren't the
 
same, anyway."
 
"What do you mean they're not the same?" I said.
 
"They're just not, alright!" he said.
 
"Well," I said, with a sigh.  "I guess I've found
 
out something about you, too -- that maybe you're not
 
quite as open-minded as you pretend to be?"
 
"What are you talking about?" he snapped.  "You
 
know I'm liberal as hell!"
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"On the outside, you are," I continued.  "You have
 
the perfect facade of the sensitive, intellectual male.
 
You go to 'Take Back The Night' rallies.  You sign pledge
 
sheets to vote for pro-choice candidates.  You make it
 
a point, every now and then, to go and listen to someone
 
speak on human rights, or to spend a few minutes hanging
 
out at an info table that some group has set up somewhere.
 
You claim to have friends that are different from you,
 
and that you're able to see past those differences.
 
You even commit yourself to a relationship -- and pretend
 
to be supportive of your partner.  But when you have
 
to come face-to-face with the fact that someone you
 
really care about -- someone you're still in love with
 
-- is exploring her own sexuality, then you can't deal
 
with it!"
 
He stood speechless for a long time, the anger
 
simmering in his eyes.  "You know," he said, finally,
 
"I should have figured that something like this was going
 
to happen sooner or later.  After all, you always were
 
a little too touchy-feely  .  .  ."
 
"--You never seemed to mind the attention," I said.
 
"I'm not Andie!" he said.
 
"Thank God for that!" I muttered.
 
"What's that supposed to mean?"
 
"Well," I continued, "at least she didn't leave
 
me at a time in my life when I really needed friends--"
 86 
"Hey!" he yelled.  "Don't you ever throw that up
 
to me!  You were the one who broke it off.  You were
 
the one who told me to go.  I'm surprised that you didn't
 
pack my bags for me!"
 
"Maybe that's true," I said.  "But, then again,
 
you were the one who was bent on coming out here!"
 
"I was offered this job," he said.  "I wasn't about
 
to turn it down."
 
"But you could have taken that reporter's position
 
at the News for a couple of years," I said.  "--At least
 
until I had something that I could put on a resume, too."
 
"--And you could have been a damned social worker
 
anywhere!"
 
"Enough, Kyle!" I said -- finally losing patience
 
with him.  "This hasn't got anything to do with our
 
careers -- and we both know it.  Even if we had stayed
 
together, we would have had to face this eventually,
 
anyway."
 
"You don't know that," he said.
 
"Kyle," I said, slowly.  "It didn't just happen.
 
This might be hard for you to accept, but I realize now
 
that I'd been carrying those feelings around with me
 
for a long time."  I paused for a moment, noticing a
 
pair of seagulls that had landed on the wooden rail beside
 
us.  "You know," I continued, "when I'd first met Andie,
 
I never imagined that I could be attracted to another
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woman.  Hell, I wasn't even sure if we were going to
 
get along as roommates-- I mean, we argued constantly
 
for the first two weeks of our freshman year.  But the
 
more time I spent getting to know her, the more I liked
 
her.  Until I'd started college, I always thought I was
 
shy -- but that blunt manner of hers brought out a side
 
of me that I didn't know I had.  She was spontaneous
 
and quirky, and she could always find a way to make me
 
smile -- even when I was in the worst of moods.  I felt
 
like I could talk to her about anything I ever needed
 
to -- and in all the years I'd known her, there was only
 
one secret we'd ever kept from each other  .  .  ."
 
"How long had you known about that?" he said,
 
suspiciously.
 
"Actually," I said, "longer than you might think.
 
I tried to suppress it, to block it out, pretend it
 
wasn't there.  I kept thinking of how she would react
 
if I told her, or how Mom would -- or you.  I thought
 
of how much everybody would hate me -- how they'd suddenly
 
find a reason not to trust me anymore.  For a long time,
 
I didn't even trust myself -- why do you think I got
 
so angry every time you'd joke around about having a
 
threesome?  I never would have done anything to hurt
 
you, Kyle, but I was afraid of what being with her might
 
do to me  .  .  ."
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Feeling Kyle's hand on my wrist once more, I paused
 
-- allowing a long silence to fall over us.  The sun
 
was slowly turning orange as it got closer to the water;
 
the breeze now growing more brisk.  Nearby, I could hear
 
one of the fishermen who hadn't gone home yet whistling
 
along to the last few bars of Otis Redding's "Sittin'
 
On The Dock Of The Bay" as it played on his portable
 
radio.  Remembering the lyrics to that song, I looked
 
into Kyle's eyes -- and noticed that his anger had turned
 
to sadness.  I realized then how lonely he must be -­
and wished, for a moment, that I could do something more
 
to comfort him.  But I knew I could no longer give him
 
the intimacy we'd once shared.
 
"Rae," he said, breaking the silence.  "Why didn't
 
we ever talk about this?"
 
"Because, Kyle," I said, "--I just couldn't face
 
it myself.  I guess that's why I became such a damned
 
workaholic after you left:  my career was the only thing
 
that kept me from coming apart completely.  And when
 
it finally crashed, I knew I had no defenses left.  To
 
be honest--" I continued, "I was scared to death when
 
she'd confronted me on it.  But later on that night,
 
as I fell asleep in her arms, I felt relieved that we'd
 
finally gotten it out in the open -- because I knew
 
then, at least with her, that I wouldn't have to pretend
 
anymore."
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He stared at me for at least a full minute -- and
 
I could see that he was verging on tears.  But he held
 
back -- and finally, broke the silence once more.  "So,"
 
he said.  "Where do you two go now?"
 
"I'm not quite sure," I said.  "We both agreed that
 
it might be a good idea for me to take a trip and sort
 
things out.  But I can't get her off my mind.  I don't
 
know for certain how she feels, but as for me, it's gone
 
beyond roommates or best friends or the sisters we never
 
had or any of that.  I want very much to be with her
 
-- and if it happens for us, I'm not afraid anymore of
 
what other people might think.  But I want you to
 
understand something--"
 
"What?" he said.
 
I paused for a moment, taking his hand gently.
 
"That there is one man I will always love," I said,
 
"because the time we spent together was very special
 
to me."
 
Letting go of my hand, he reached slowly into his
 
jacket and pulled out his sunglasses.  "Until today,"
 
he began, "I always thought we might have one more
 
chance."  He stopped himself again -- distracted by the
 
flutter of the seagulls as they left their perch to fly
 
in opposite directions.  "But I guess," he said, finally,
 
"that I have some things to sort out now, too."
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* * * 
4:58 P.M. (PST), 13 Jan. -­
"Hey kiddo!" I said to Andie, when she'd picked
 
up the phone.  "The desk clerk told me you called.
 
What's up?"
 
"Oh, nothing really," she said.  "I just thought
 
I'd try your room number to see if the phone was working!"
 
"You nut!" I said -- chuckling for a moment.  "You
 
must really be bored."
 
"Eh," she said, "I've had more exciting evenings."
 
"I take it Steve's not home--"
 
"Who-- my icky boy thing?" she said.  "Oh, he's
 
gone to see the Pistons with some of his homeboys."
 
"So what's new?" I said.
 
"Tell me about it!" she said.  "Hey, you should
 
have heard him the other day--"
 
"Why?" I said.  "What happened?"
 
"Well," she continued, "he was channel-surfing with
 
the remote and landed on one of those ridiculous talk
 
shows-- you know, the ones that are staged."
 
"Yeah--"
 
"Anyway, he starts going off left and right on this
 
stuff -- and of course, I'm just sitting there like,
 
'Any day now, Stevie dear, you can turn this shit off!'"
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"Why on earth was he watching that garbage?" I
 
asked.  "Were water polo and lawn bowling the only
 
sporting events on t.v.?"
 
"Really," she mouthed.  "You know, he got so carried
 
with that crap, I finally had to leave the room."
 
"What was the topic?" I asked.
 
"Oh, it was a real hoot!" she said.  "Are you ready
 
for this?--"
 
"What?"
 
"'What To Do When Your Significant Other Has Another
 
Significant,'" she said.  "Isn't that just classic?"
 
I paused for a moment, looking out the window of
 
my hotel room.  In the park across the street, I noticed
 
a young couple spinning around on rollerblades -­
oblivious to the rapidly approaching twilight.  I began
 
to smile -- the image of kids rollerblading past Kyle
 
and me in Huron Park on that spring day a few years back
 
still vivid in my mind.  But as my eyes wandered, they
 
came upon the setting sun -- painted red by the California
 
haze -- and the pier.  The part of me that would always
 
be Kyle's friend wondered if he was there again tonight:
 
silently watching the sunset, a tear trickling down from
 
underneath his wayfarers -- wishing to God that things
 
could be different.
 
Kyle's friend wants to cry along with him.  But
 
Andie's friend is winning.
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"Rae!" she yelled, breaking my thoughts.  "What's
 
wrong?"
 
"Oh, nothing," I said.  "Why?"
 
"I kept saying your name," she said.  "I thought
 
maybe we had a bad connection or something."
 
"No," I sighed.  "I was just watching the sunset."
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Chapter Five
 
2:13 A.M., 2 Feb. -- I'm sorry I haven't talked to you
 
lately, friend, but I've been a little busy.  Aunt Janet's
 
sabbatical from U-W has resulted in her giving me the
 
grand tour of Seattle -- including the zoo, the aquarium,
 
the art museum, the Public Market, the Space Needle,
 
the campus.  I think I got more rest before I went on
 
vacation!
 
These days, when she's not on leave or publishing,
 
she's teaching Women's Studies (or, 'Herstory-Rather­
Than-History,' as she calls it) at the university -­
and seems very content with her life.  About the time
 
I was born, she was at Michigan getting her bachelor's
 
degree -- as well as getting busted once or twice for
 
protesting various causes.  There are times when Mom
 
still blames Aunt Janet for sending Grandma to an early
 
grave -- but deep down, I think it's because she's always
 
been a little jealous of her.  When she was younger,
 
it seemed like she'd done everything she'd wanted to
 
and gotten away with it -- and even now, well into her
 
forties, she's still vibrant and playful and sarcastic.
 
I was quite fond of her when I was a kid, but even more
 
so now that I understand why.
 
When I look at her, I imagine Andie in twenty years.
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I wonder how she's doing, what she's thinking- ­
whether or not she's told Steve yet.  The morning I
 
left L.A., I called to leave her the address and phone
 
number -- but she hasn't called me since I've been here.
 
Though I'm not sorry to have taken this trip, I still
 
wish that she  .  .  ."
 
"Hey, kiddo!" said Aunt Janet, breaking my thoughts.
 
"I thought you were in bed."
 
"I was," I answered, looking up from my journal.
 
"--I couldn't sleep, though.  So I thought I'd try to
 
write."
 
"Mind if I join you?" she asked.  "I could get us
 
some tea."
 
"Bless you," I said.  "I'd love some tea right now!"
 
With my nod and smile as a cue, I watched her walk toward
 
the kitchen -- taking the opportunity to survey the living
 
room once more.  The scrolled oak dining room table,
 
Victorian chairs, grandfather clock, and hutch filled
 
with knickknacks and crystal and authentic Delft told
 
me that a common love of antiques is one trait that the
 
Wells sisters share.  But from there, their paths seem
 
to diverge rather quickly.  I could never imagine Mom,
 
for instance, with an African drum in a corner of her
 
living room -- or a Haring print, Celtic tapestry, jazz
 
festival poster, or 'Women Who Dared' calendar on any
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of her walls.  I still remember her reaction the first
 
time she visited the little apartment that Andie and
 
I had on Catherine Street:  "--Beads and a Grateful Dead
 
poster, huh?  Your Aunt Janet would love this place!"
 
She'd tried to hide her uneasiness with a smile, but
 
I knew that she was thinking she had 'another Janet'
 
on her hands.
 
Which is why I could never tell her about Andie
 
while I was home.  If she thought we were weird then,
 
what would she think about us now?
 
"Here, sweetie," said Aunt Janet, handing me one
 
of the steaming mugs.  "I think they call this 'Green
 
Zen.'"
 
"'Green Zen?'" I asked.
 
"Something like that," she said.  "The co-op where
 
I buy it has all these different funky names for their
 
blends.  But I think you'll like it.  I find it very
 
relaxing."
 
"Mmmm," I mouthed, as I took a sip.  "This is good."
 
"What are you writing -- or shouldn't I ask?" she
 
said.
 
"That's okay," I said.  "It's just my journal.
 
Nothing I could ever hope to get rich from publishing."
 
"Hey, you never know," she said.  "Some of mine
 
are probably juicy enough!"
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"I'll bet!" I said, smiling at her.  Over the years,
 
I'd heard the accounts of most of her adventures from
 
either her or Mom -- and they'd always intrigued me:
 
hitching out to Woodstock with a friend when she was
 
eighteen; the Stop-The-War and Burn-Our-Bras protests
 
she'd gone to during her U of M and Cal-Berkeley days;
 
living for a time on a commune in Massachusetts;
 
backpacking through Europe for an entire summer; the
 
two years she'd spent in Tanzania while in the Peace
 
Corps.  One night last week, she dragged some of her
 
old photo albums out of the closet and showed them to
 
me.  There were pictures of the Great Wall, the Taj Mahal,
 
the Eiffel Tower, Machu Picchu, Stonehenge; of the Swiss
 
Alps, the Great Barrier Reef, and the plains below
 
Kilimanjaro.  For hours I gazed at her salt-and-pepper
 
hair and green eyes set in antique wire-frames -- listen­
ing intently as she told me about thousand-year-old
 
castles and run-down hotels and places with names I
 
couldn't pronounce.  I remembered her infrequent visits
 
during my childhood:  the delight I'd felt in hearing
 
her stories -- as well as the sadness I'd felt whenever
 
I'd hear Mom and her arguing.  I always thought that
 
Mom was angry with her about something, but she would
 
never quite tell me what it was.  "Your aunt's always
 
been a strange girl," she'd say, in a dismissing tone.
 
"She's always roaming around the world-- I wish she'd
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grow up!"  I know she'd never want to admit it, but I
 
think she secretly envied some of the things Aunt Janet
 
had done -- and wished, sometimes, that she'd waited
 
on Dad and me for a few years until she'd explored some
 
frontiers of her own.
 
"--By the way," Aunt Janet said, breaking the pause.
 
"I don't think I've told you where I'm going this summer."
 
"Let me guess -- Antarctica!" I said, playfully.
 
"No, but you were close," she said.  "It is a place
 
that has glaciers  .  .  ."
 
"Aunt Janet," I said, "where on earth have you not
 
been?"
 
"Alaska."
 
"Alaska?" I said.  "Right on!"
 
"Yeah," she continued, after taking another sip.
 
"We're taking the boat to Skagway, then driving to Denali
 
from there."
 
"I can't believe you've never been to Alaska!" I
 
said.
 
"Well, it was either there or South Africa," she
 
said.  "Now that things have improved down there, we
 
thought of maybe going on a photo safari to some game
 
parks -- plus, Amir has a cousin who lives in Cape Town
 
these days that he hasn't seen since they were both
 
teenagers back in Tel Aviv.  But since the Cape is cold
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and rainy in June, and neither of us had ever been to
 
Alaska, anyway, we decided to go there instead."
 
"That's cool," I said.  "At least you found somebody
 
who likes to travel as much you do."
 
"He's not liking it very much right now, I can tell
 
you," she said.  "I thought he'd never get off the phone
 
this afternoon!"
 
"You didn't tell me he called today  .  .  ." I said.
 
"You were gone when he called," she continued, "but
 
he told me to tell you 'Hi.'  Let me guess-- you were
 
down at the Java Junkie again, weren't you?"
 
"Yeah, I was," I said.  "Ever since you showed me
 
that place, I guess I've been sort of digging it."
 
She laughed for a moment, shaking her head as she
 
looked my way.  "'Right on,'  groovy,"diggin' it'--"
 
she said.  "I hear some of my students using words like
 
those -- and now you, too.  If you'd asked me a few years
 
ago, I'd have never thought I'd hear any of them again!"
 
"Aunt Janet--" I said.  "What was the one thing
 
you remember most from back then?"
 
"Had to ask that, didn't she?" she began, with a
 
laugh. "Woodstock -- and I'm sure you know the story.
 
Three days of peace and music -- and sometimes rain.
 
Half a million there -- one of them, a kid from Michigan
 
who'd just turned eighteen and thumbed her way out there
 
with about forty or fifty bucks in her pocket.  Doesn't
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tell her family where she's going for the weekend.  Starts
 
to get a ride back west with a kooky couple from Toledo
 
by the name of Gabriel and Star.  Their Valiant isn't
 
going to Toledo, though -- it claps out and dies about
 
ten miles short of Erie, Pennsylvania.  After spending
 
the night in a bus terminal, she ends up using the
 
last of her money to get home -- only to get an even
 
chillier reception from her older sister than from her
 
mother  .  .  ."
 
"--I'm sorry," I interrupted.  "I guess what I meant
 
was  .  .  . what was the one thing that changed your life
 
the most?"
 
"Had to be Kent State," she continued,  "--end of
 
my freshman year at Michigan.  Rachelle, you should have
 
seen us in those days  .  .  . we had the whole world by
 
the ass!  There were more than a half a million of us,
 
then.  We were everywhere!  We were marchin'.  We were
 
screamin'.  We were singin' in the streets.  The world
 
was ours and we were the future.  Fuck the war!  Fuck
 
the establishment!  Fuck the injustice!  So, here I am
 
-- doing my part, raising my voice --and somehow still
 
passing my classes.  I was in one of my History classes
 
on May 4th when the word came down.  First, I ran to
 
the bathroom and lost my breakfast.  Then, I ran around
 
with some others screaming 'Fuck the Guard!  Fuck Rhodes!
 
Fuck Nixon!'  Then, I bawled my eyes out.  Later that
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night, a bunch of us tried to wash our pain away
 
with cheap wine -- and I wound up throwing up some
 
more .  .  .
II
 
"Then what happened?" I said.
 
"The next morning," she said, with a sigh, "I woke
 
up, head throbbing, and looked out the window on an Ann
 
Arbor I no longer recognized.  It wasn't just ticky-tacky
 
for ticky-tacky's sake anymore  .  .  .  all of a sudden,
 
it was downright frightening.  If the pigs could shoot
 
us down at Kent, I'd thought, they could shoot us down
 
at Michigan, too!  I was scared and I was burned-out,
 
so when the semester was over, I said 'Fuck this place!'
 
and went to Massachusetts for the summer.  Wound up on
 
a collective in the Berkshires, about forty of us, not
 
too far from Arlo Guthrie's place  .  .  ."
 
"--I know," I said.  "Mom's told about that--"
 
She smiled at me, then continued.  "It was a good
 
time, at first.  Lots of music.  Lots of drugs.  Lots
 
of good food.  Lots of good karma -- or so I thought.
 
I even had this notion of dropping out of school and
 
staying there for good.  But after a while, it wasn't
 
happenin', either.  So, a friend and I took off back
 
to A-two, and a bunch of us got together and made a place
 
of our own."
 
"--Was this the house at Catherine and Division?"
 
I said.
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"Yeah," she said.  "When you called me that time
 
a few years back and told me you were living a block
 
from there, I couldn't help but throw on some Fairport
 
Convention and drag my old photo albums out of the closet!
 
They were times in that old 'hood!  Kent State and Jackson
 
State and the war in Indochina were still on everybody's
 
mind -- and then, there was this co-ed strangler who
 
was stalking the city, too.  Needless to say, it was
 
an un-cool year-and-a-half around Ann Arbor.  But when
 
I looked deeper, it all started to make sense  .  .  ."
 
"What do you mean?"
 
"--These days," she continued, "you might say it
 
was 'same shit, different day' or something like that,
 
but to me, it was all starting to make sense.  I knew
 
there had to be some connection between the murders of
 
young women by some random maniac and the murders of
 
unarmed students -- two of whom were women -- by the
 
State.  I started to see that it wasn't a war against
 
the people of southeast Asia that was the problem.
 
Rather, it was a war of subjugation and domination -­
one being waged by the forces of patriarchy -- against
 
me and all other women.  And I started to think of some
 
of the things I'd done, and wondered why the hell I was
 
doing them.  That whole pathetic hippie scene I was
 
diggin' in high school -- where it was assumed all of
 
us were 'easy' and, therefore, treated as objects of
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pleasure.  The collective farm -- where we were mostly
 
relegated to 'traditional' duties such as cooking and
 
housekeeping.  Even the supposedly 'enlightened' student
 
groups I'd belonged to were male-dominated to the core
 
-- and seldom, if ever, was our input encouraged or
 
valued.  Hell, we couldn't even control own our own bodies
 
legally:  Roe hadn't come down yet.  I didn't have to
 
look far to see the forces of patriarchy at work:  on
 
t.v., on magazine covers -- even in a lot of the music
 
I loved.  And pretty soon, I realized that it wasn't
 
just me, either.  A lot of us sisters started to make
 
the connections -- that is, if we hadn't already been
 
making them."
 
"So," I said.  "What did you do?"
 
Suddenly, she threw her hands up in the air -­
shouting.  "What did I do, she asks?  What did we do,
 
you mean!  We organized!  We raised our voices!  We
 
marched in the streets!  We made the personal political!
 
It wasn't just grabbin' the world by the ass anymore
 
for us -- it was grabbin' the whole rotten misogynistic
 
system by the balls!  'Fuck the goddamned patriarchy!,'
 
we said  .  .  ."
 
"--Was that around the time you marched topless
 
through the Quad?" I asked.
 
"Yeah," she said, grinning at me.  "--I can see
 
your mom told you about that one, too!"
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"What was that all about, anyway?" I asked.
 
"Okay," she said, "here's the real story.  There
 
was an afternoon in early May when it was very warm
 
outside, and a bunch of us sisters were sitting out on
 
the Quad talking about shit that had been on our minds.
 
Anyway, we spotted some guys who were playing frisbee
 
with their shirts off and we got to thinking, 'Gee,
 
if the boys can take their shirts off and enjoy the
 
weather, why can't we, too!'  Of course, it wasn't too
 
long before the campus pigs approached us and told us
 
that if we didn't want to be busted for 'indecent
 
exposure' and suspended from the university and all
 
sorts of ugly things that we should probably put our
 
shirts back on.  Well, after a short time, we decided
 
to oblige them -- temporarily, that is.  However, I don't
 
quite think they were expecting thirty or forty of us
 
to go marching through the Quad with our shirts off at
 
noon the next day!"
 
"So," I said, with a laugh.  "What happened?"
 
"Nothing, really," she said.  "One of the deans
 
huffed and puffed and threatened to expel us, but pretty
 
soon he backed down.  Personally, I think the old pervo
 
got off on the notion of seeing half-naked young women
 
running around campus -- and he probably let us off easy
 
for that reason alone.  But we weren't exposing ourselves
 
for the benefit of the ogling male population of the
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U of M in the first place.  Rather, we were making a
 
statement:  that we were proud of who we were and were
 
no longer afraid to challenge the institutions which
 
had put us down for so long.  But I didn't realize
 
then that the angst I'd felt was only part of the
 
story  .  . ."
 
"What do you mean?"
 
"Well," she continued, "it wasn't until I'd spent
 
time in Africa that I was really able to see just how
 
small my world had been.  Yeah, I did the Peace Corps
 
thing 'cause I was burned out with school and thought
 
that I needed to see more of the world than I'd been
 
seeing on t.v. or in magazines.  I learned a lot while
 
I was there -- you don't realize just how much you take
 
technology for granted until you've landed in a village
 
without a market or a hospital or even a reliable water
 
source.  But when I'd seen firsthand how both colonialism
 
and tradition had affected the lives of women, I began
 
to realize just how interconnected we all were.  When
 
I came back, I felt so much more focused -- for I knew
 
then that I had the confidence to reach out to others
 
and help them to become empowered as well."  She looked
 
at me for a moment, taking my hand once more.  "If you
 
ever think you might want to see what it's like to live
 
in different culture, by all means, do it!  I think it's
 
one of the greatest learning experiences you can have."
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"Hmmm," I said.  " -- Didn't you tell me Amir had
 
been in the Peace Corps, too?"
 
"Yeah, but he went to Samoa," she said.  "I think
 
he wanted to be in the South Pacific so that he could
 
get a taste of the environment where Gauguin had worked.
 
That boy and his art!  .  .  ."
 
"Well," I said, "from what you've told me, he sounds
 
like a really sweet person."
 
"Oh, Amir is wonderful," she said.  "There were
 
other 'boys' in my life, but I think he was the first
 
real man.  Granted, he had his share of hard knocks in
 
life, too:  too many drugs, a failed marriage when he
 
only twenty, getting kicked out of Columbia because of
 
bad grades.  But to see him now in that neat little
 
gallery of his, you'd never know it!  And unlike a lot
 
of 'us' from back then, he never lost his sensitivity
 
when he found his confidence.  He's the biggest fan -­
and most honest critic -- of my writing; he always listens
 
to my suggestions on how to improve the gallery; he
 
accepts the nights when there's talk rather than intimacy
 
-- then turns around a day or two later and surprises
 
me with theater tickets or a huge dinner he'd cooked
 
or something else I hadn't expected.  You know, as much
 
as I've always hated watching sports,  it's hard to pass
 
up a Sunday afternoon Mariners game when I'm bribed with
 
dinner at my favorite place afterwards."
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"You-- at a baseball game?"  I said.  "Gosh, you
 
must really be in love!"  Just as I started to chuckle,
 
though, I stopped myself -- thinking of Andie.  I wondered
 
if she'd sat home alone again tonight -- trying to make
 
the best of a relationship that I could tell was dying.
 
I wondered if she'd wished I were there -- even if only
 
to listen and laugh and share conversation.  But as I
 
looked into Aunt Janet's eyes, I forced a smile -- trying
 
desperately to hide the loneliness I'd felt inside.
 
"I hope I get to meet him someday," I said, finally.
 
"He'll be back from Europe in about three weeks,"
 
she said.  "I thought you didn't have a set time to go
 
back home."
 
"I don't, really," I said.  "It's just that I've
 
imposed on you for two weeks already -- and I didn't
 
want to wear out my welcome."
 
"Rachelle," she said, "you know my door is always
 
open for you."  As she reached for my hand once more,
 
though, I felt my eyes begin to water.  "--But that isn't
 
really why you have to get back to Ann Arbor so soon,
 
is it?" she continued.
 
"No," I muttered, brushing a tear from my cheek.
 
"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.
 
I paused for a moment, snuffling, contemplating
 
my words.  For two weeks I'd been there and managed to
 
avoid talking about it -- even going so far as to tell
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her there wasn't anyone in my life right now the first
 
time she'd asked.  Though I'd discovered that I could
 
be honest with myself, with Andie, with Kyle, I still
 
wasn't sure if I could be with Aunt Janet.  I'd thought
 
of how long it had taken me to accept it; whether or
 
not Andie really had accepted it; whether or not Kyle
 
ever would.  I didn't tell Mom because I thought for
 
sure she'd disown me if she found out.  And now, there
 
I sat with the one person in my life I'd always looked
 
up to -- half-expecting, despite her tolerance for others,
 
that even she might turn me away if I told her.  But
 
as she was now forcing the issue, I knew that I'd have
 
to tell her something.  "I have a confession to make,"
 
I began, hesitantly.  "--I wasn't telling you the whole
 
story about why I took this trip  .  11
 
"I'm listening," she said.
 
"I'm in love with someone," I said, with a sigh.
 
"--Only, I'm not sure if the feeling is mutual--"
 
"Tell me about it  .  .  ."
 
"Well," I said, "I'd been friends with this person
 
for years -- before I'd even known Kyle, actually.  But
 
I never really thought of it much beyond friendship until
 
last spring."
 
"So, what happened then?" she said.
 
"Nothing," I said.  "I sat on my feelings for a
 
long time, because this person was with someone then
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and I didn't want to come between them.  But when it
 
finally came out in the open about three months ago,
 
the two of us wound up sleeping together, anyway."
 I
 
paused for a moment, looking away.  I sensed that I was
 
crossing yet another frontier, but knew now that I'd
 
gone too far to turn back.  "When it happened," I
 
continued, "it was the most incredible experience of
 
my life.  But, at that point, I still didn't know if
 
it was just infatuation or lust or whatever -- so I
 
thought I'd get away for a while and try to see if I
 
could sort things out."
 
"--And?" she said.
 
Speechless, I found myself gazing at the grandfather
 
clock in the corner.  As I stared at the thin brass hands,
 
the last shred of me that was still afraid wanted to
 
stop them forever -- to freeze this moment and never
 
move forward.  But before I could say another word, I
 
felt Aunt Janet's hand on my arm.  Her touch was warm.
 
I pulled myself away from the clock to find her staring
 
me straight in the eyes.
 
"What's her name, Rachelle?" she asked, bluntly.
 
"What?" I said -- staring back at her.  "How did
 
you know?"
 
"This person--" she replied.  "It was a dead giveaway
 
-- very awkward, not gender-specific  .  .  ."
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As another tear ran down my cheek, though, I felt
 
a tingle in my back -- and a sense of relief rush through
 
my body.  "Aunt Janet," I said.  "You never cease to
 
amaze me."
 
"Don't worry," she said.  "You're not the first
 
person to have come out to me."  I watched the muscles
 
in her face relax, a slight smile come over it.  "I'm
 
just wondering why you didn't tell me sooner."
 
"Because," I said, "I knew I was the closest thing
 
to a daughter you ever had -- and I thought I might
 
somehow disappoint you if you found out."
 
"Rachelle," she said, "you know you don't have to
 
hide things like that around me!"  She stopped for a
 
moment, reaching her hands to mine.  "So," she continued,
 
"why don't you tell me what the real reason is?"
 
Still hesitant, I sighed once more.  "I haven't
 
told Mom about this," I said.  "And I was afraid you
 
might accidentally--"
 
"--And you don't think I can keep a secret?" she
 
said, interrupting me with a laugh.  "Hey, kiddo, you're
 
not the only one who's ever felt that she had something
 
to hide from your mother!"
 
"Alright," I said.  "What was your story?"
 
She looked away for a moment, shaking her head.
 
"The summer I spent in Massachusetts--" she began, slowly.
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"--Remember how I told you a friend came back to Ann
 
Arbor with me?"
 
"Yeah?"
 
"I didn't tell you the whole story," she said.
 
"Wait," I said, "--is this the one where Mom claimed
 
she walked into the house and got a contact buzz from
 
the haze?"
 
"No," she said, "--though she's never let me forget
 
that one, either.  Actually, it was earlier that summer.
 
When I got out to the farm, I met this girl by the name
 
of Beth, who'd wound up there after dropping out of Brown.
 
Like me -- and a lot of us there -- she got burned out
 
with the whole school thing and decided to get away to
 
a quieter place for a while.  Well, over that summer
 
we grew pretty close, and  .  .  ."
 
"--What happened?" I asked, impatiently.
 
"One night," she continued, "we got to talking and
 
talking -- and pretty soon, things started to get a little
 
out of hand.  It was the 'Age of Aquarius,' you know
 
-- we actually thought back in those days that there
 
was such a thing as 'free love.'  Anyway, to make a long
 
story short, I let things get out of hand that night.
 
I'd never done it with another woman before, and so I
 
guess I viewed it as a 'rite of passage' on my road to
 
self-discovery."
 
"Oh, my God," I gasped.  "Did Mom ever find out?"
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"No," she said.  "Oddly enough, Beth was in the
 
house with me that day your mom came to visit a few months
 
later -- but Elaine never suspected that there'd been
 
anything between us.  And I never told Elaine because
 
I never thought that I had to give her yet another reason
 
to hate me!"
 
"So," I said.  "Whatever happened to you and Beth?"
 
"Well," she continued, "I stayed in Ann Arbor and
 
decided to finish up my History degree.  Beth stuck
 
around for a few months -- until she started to get
 
really rattled by that psycho and restless and all that
 
and decided it was time for her to move on.  I never
 
heard from her again after that.  I guess we all seemed
 
to live with this notion back then that we'd somehow
 
run into each other again somewhere on earth someday.
 
When I saw a mutual friend at a teach-in at Berkeley
 
a few years later, I asked her what became of Beth.
 
She told me that she'd gone off to some ashram in India,
 
and had not been heard from since.  Knowing the way
 
most of us turned out, though, she's probably back in
 
Providence these days -- with four kids and married to
 
a dentist!  But, in all honesty, there never really
 
was an 'us.'"
 
"--You sound like you have some regrets," I said.
 
"Rachelle," she said, "I've made it a point to live
 
my life without any regrets.  No matter what situation
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I was in, good or bad, I've always tried to treat it 
as a learning experience.  The summer I spent at the 
farm -- the night I spent with Beth -- were beautiful. 
But I realized later that they just weren't me.  If I 
have any regrets about it now, it's that I felt as if 
I'd cheated her.  I was too young, didn't understand 
myself yet.  I still wonder sometimes what happened to 
her:  if she ever found balance and contentment in her 
life, the path mi  life might have taken had we really 
fallen in love.  If there's one thing I could tell you 
about love, kiddo, it's make sure that it's the right 
time -- and the right person -- for you."  She looked 
at me once more, smiling.  "I mean, look, it took me 
forty-some years to find Amir -- and we still haven't
 
even gotten married or moved in together yet!"
 
"Well," I said.  "At least I know what it's like
 
to have lived with Andie already--"
 
"--Wait!" she said.  "Is this your old roommate
 
from the house on Catherine Street?'"
 
"Yeah," I said.  "Why?"
 
"I remember her answering the phone once or twice
 
when I used to call," she said.  "She was always really
 
pleasant to me -- she seemed like a nice person."
 
"Andie is terrific," I said.  "We'd been through
 
so much together in the last five years, I'd just never
 
realized that we could get any closer  .  .  ."
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"But you know, Rachelle," she began, "sharing a
 
apartment is one thing  .  .  .  a relationship is something
 
else.  If it ever does happen for you and Andie, you'll
 
have to deal with the hatred and ridicule of others -­
those who don't understand what you feel for one another.
 
Plus, you'll still have all the other little day-to-day
 
problems that one has to deal with in a relationship.
 
Do you think you're ready for that?
 
I sat quietly for a moment, then smiled at her.
 
"Aunt Janet," I said, " -- you're not trying to sneak a
 
lecture in on me here by any chance, are you?"
 
"Rachelle," she said.  "You know, there's one part
 
of me that I've always seen in you:  that is, when you
 
set your mind to doing something, you make it happen.
 
I just wanted you to know what you'll be facing, that's
 
all."
 
"Thanks," I said.  "I just wish I knew what she
 
was thinking right now."
 
"And," she continued, "there's something else I
 
want you to know, too  .  .  ."
 
"What's that?"
 
At that moment, she got up from her chair and
 
moved forward, embracing me once more.  "No matter what
 
happens," she said, softly, "you are still my niece.
 
And I will always love you."
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As I felt her lips gently kissing my forehead, I
 
returned her embrace, smiling.  "I suppose we have to
 
tell Mom now, don't we?" I whispered.
 
"--In the middle of the night?" she quipped.  "You
 
can if you want to -- I'm going to sleep!"  The smile
 
still in her eyes, she winked at me.  I knew then that
 
I was safe with her.  But as I went to bed, I lay awake
 
for a long time -- still restless.
 
Still wondering.
 
* * * 
8:24 A.M., 2 Feb. -­
I'd been having another dream about the frontier
 
woman and the Indian princess when the doorbell woke
 
me.  My head turned groggily in the direction of the
 
clock on the nightstand, and I squinted to read what
 
time it was.  I wondered who could possibly be calling
 
on Aunt Janet at that time on a Sunday morning:  after
 
all, Amir wasn't due back from Europe for another three
 
weeks, and though she'd told me that she carpools with
 
a couple of women to the Unitarian fellowship sometimes
 
on Sundays, the service didn't start that early, anyway.
 
Not wanting to wake her, I quickly threw on a housecoat
 
and made my way toward the front door.  Pulling the
 
curtain open a crack, I looked out to see a dark gray
 
sky -- the steady drops of rain dancing on puddles in
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the wet pavement.  But just then, I noticed a cat with
 
orange stripes crossing the street -- his trail leading
 
to a parked car that looked strangely familiar.  It was
 
an early-'80s model black Mustang:  rust spots on the
 
rear quarter panel, an object that looked like a stuffed
 
stick-on animal in the back window.  From where I was
 
at, I couldn't read the license plate -- but I didn't
 
need to.
 
I knew it was Andie's.
 
"Ahhh, excuse me, miss--" she said, sarcastically,
 
as I opened the front door.  "I'm just a poor college
 
student who's selling a fine selection of decorative
 
candles to pay my way through school!  Would you like
 
to buy one?"
 
I stared at her for a long moment -- a t-shirt under
 
that old leather jacket, a pair of jeans that were ripped
 
in both knees, a New York Yankees hat on backwards over
 
unwashed hair.  I could tell that she'd been driving
 
all night -- the dogged look in her eyes was begging
 
for a hot shower and about twelve hours' worth of sleep.
 
But, damn, if she wasn't still beautiful, I thought!
 
When the words finally came to my lips, a smile did,
 
too -- and I threw my arms around her tightly.  "What
 
in the hell are you doing out here?" I cried.
 
"I heard that a friend was here," she said.  "--And
 
she sounded like she needed to talk about a few things."
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"But what about your job?" I said.
 
"Long story."
 
"--And Steve?"
 
"Well," she said, "when I finally told him about
 
last October, he told me there was 'one too many players
 
on the roster' -- and decided he was going to 'file for
 
free agency.'"  She looked at me for a moment, grinning.
 
"--But as you can see," she continued,  "he sort of forgot
 
his hat when he left!" 
"You're a rascal!" I said, with a laugh.  Just then, 
though, I heard the floor creaking behind me.  I knew 
it was Aunt Janet. 
"Rachelle," she said -- still tying the belt on
 
her housecoat.  "Who's at the door?"
 
"Aunt Janet," I began, "I'd like you to meet my--"
 
I glanced toward Andie again, smiling.  "--This is Andie,"
 
I said.
 
"Hello, Andie," she said, reaching a hand toward
 
her.  "It's nice to finally meet you -- Rachelle's talked
 
about you a lot."
 
"Really?" Andie said, uneasily.  She shot a sharp
 
glance my way.  But I just shook my head.
 
"It's okay, Andie," I said, reaching for her hand.
 
It was still cold and damp from the outside, but after
 
a moment, I could see the calm returning to her face.
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"It looks like you two could use some breakfast,"
 
Aunt Janet said, smiling at us.  "I think I'll go put
 
something on."
 
As she turned from us and walked toward the kitchen,
 
Andie and I moved slowly toward each other, embracing
 
once more.  I held her for a long time -- feeling the
 
rain on her coat, the beating of her heart.  I thought
 
of how much I'd missed her, how happy I was to see her
 
again.  But when we finally pulled away from one another,
 
I looked out the window once more in silence.
 
I kept hoping for a sunbreak.  But it looked like
 
we'd be in for an all-day rain.
 118 
Epilogue
 
6:40 P.M., 4 Apr. -- I'm sorry I haven't written again,
 
friend, but I thought I'd lost you.  Somehow, you wound
 
up at the bottom of a box of old things I'd just gone
 
through this morning -- and this little excursion to
 
the Java Junkie is the first free moment I've had all
 
day to sit down.  So, let me grab a sip of my double
 
latte and tell you all about it  .  .  .
 
After a long look around, Andie and I decided to
 
stay out here in Seattle.  Since we felt that we both
 
needed a fresh start, we figured this was as good a place
 
as any in which to do it.  After all, nobody who knew
 
us before lives here (except Aunt Janet), so the people
 
that we meet in the future will not have to deal with
 
who they once thought we were.  Speaking of Aunt Janet,
 
she's been absolutely wonderful.  I will never forget
 
the way she's opened her heart to us:  making the trip
 
to Michigan and back to help us move; letting us stay
 
with her for free the last two months; helping me get
 
my job at the bookstore.
 
She was even there with me the day I came out to
 
Mom.
 
When I told Mom about Andie and me, she didn't take
 
it as badly as I thought she was going to.  A few months
 
back, I would've expected her to disown me, to throw
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me out of her house-- or, perhaps, to try to drag me
 
to some shrink.  But when I look back now, I realize
 
that a lot of what was wrong with me was my own lack
 
of self-esteem -- and of coming to terms with accepting
 
the person that I am.  Sure, she had tears when I told
 
her, but as I looked into her eyes, I could tell they
 
weren't from malice.  Though I was the one who suggested
 
that a little distance might be good for a while, we've
 
actually gotten along quite well over the last couple
 
of months.
 
And, has it been a busy last couple of months!
 
Though the bookstore doesn't pay a lot, at least I get
 
to spend all day amongst the Brontes and Austen and Woolf
 
and Shelley -- and, needless to say, it's been a welcomed
 
relief from social work.  As for Andie, she's got a job
 
now as assistant manager of a pet store -- which, after
 
working in the lab, is a twist of fate in itself!  But
 
we're both applying to grad programs for next year:
 
me at 'U-Dub' and Andie at a smaller health sciences
 
college.  She wants to keep going in medicine, but I
 
think I might try to turn that English minor I'd gotten
 
during my undergrad into a major so I can teach English
 
Lit in the future.
 
A fresh start shouldn't mean being a damned retail
 
slave the rest of your life.
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Ever since she told her, Andie's mom has hung the
 
phone up on her whenever she's tried to call.  I still
 
remember the first time I met her -- when she'd told
 
me how lucky Andie was to have a friend like me.  Last
 
week, I got on the phone for a minute and tried to reason
 
with her.  She called me a 'bitch,' a 'dyke,' a 'perving
 
little slut' and about a dozen other names, then slammed
 
the receiver down in my ear.  The sensitive idealist
 
within me wanted nothing more than to cry when that
 
happened, but the assertive realist stopped her -- saying
 
these things just take time.
 
As the phone clicked to a dial tone, the last scene
 
of The Graduate was playing on television.  I thought,
 
for a moment, of the young couple in that movie -- of
 
how the whole world seemed to look at them with anger
 
and disdain.
 
I felt like the young man who'd run away with the
 
bride.
 
By the way, we've got a new place now.  It's in
 
Queen Anne, just a few blocks from here -- and a few
 
blocks from Aunt Janet's.  As sweet as she's been to
 
us, we thought it best not to impose on her for too long
 
-- and besides, well, it is our own place.  Though we
 
don't have much furniture yet, we're slowly putting things
 
together.  We found a brand-new bedset at a reasonable
 
price, Amir gave us an old sofa he wasn't using anymore,
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and Aunt Janet loaned us some kitchenware and other
 
odds-and-ends on sort of an 'extended' basis -- provided
 
we have her over for dinner every once in a while.
 
Rosie's back up on the wall, telling us once more that
 
'We Can Do It'  .  .  .  while Andie's stuffed Garfield is
 
staking out a throw pillow at one end of the couch.
 
A real cat would make the setting complete.  I already
 
know what he will be named  .  .  .
 
Actually, the building we live in now, on the
 
outside, doesn't even look too much different than the
 
one we lived in on Catherine Street -- save for the ferns
 
and the small Mediterranean palm which are growing in
 
the front yard.  Imagine that:  I'm now in a place further
 
north than Ann Arbor and have a tropical plant outside
 
my window!  One day at work, I was thumbing through a
 
book on gardening -- and discovered that, while not
 
indigenous to the Puget Sound region, that particular
 
species of cycad has been successfully transplanted on
 
this continent as far north as the coastal areas of
 
southwest British Columbia.  Now, whenever I think of
 
how strange it is to be this far from home -- or how
 
much my world has changed in such a short time -- I look
 
outside at the little palm tree and wonder how strange
 
it must feel  .  .  .
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"Hey!" said Andie, breaking my thoughts.  "I got
 
your note.  I would have come sooner, but I had to get
 
another shower."
 
"--Another fun-filled day in the animal kingdom,
 
huh?" I said, with a smile.
 
"What'cha got there?" she asked.
 
"My journal," I answered.
 
"--You've been looking for that for a month!" she
 
blurted.  "Where'd you find it?"
 
"At the bottom of that box with the photo albums
 
in it," I said.  "I don't know how it wound up there."
 
"Well," she said.  "I guess I know how you spent
 
your day off!"
 
"Don't even go there, hon!" I said, looking at her
 
playfully.  "Between cleaning the house and going through
 
the last of the boxes, I haven't stopped all day.  Which
 
reminds me -- I found your sweatshirt today, too."
 
"The one from the Art Fair?" she said.  "Bless your
 
heart!"
 
"You know, I still remember when you bought that
 
thing," I said.  "It was hotter than hell that day!"
 
"--And then we got stuck in that storm on the way
 
home," she said.  "God, that rain felt nice!"
 
"Hmmm--" I mouthed.
 
"--What is it?" she said.
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"Oh, nothing really," I said.  "It just seems like
 
that was a zillion years ago now, doesn't it?"
 
"Yeah," she said.  "Sometimes."
 
"--And just think," I said, "our first date was
 
in a place kind of like this!"
 
"Uh-huh," she said.  "I still remember that day,
 
too."
 
"You'd just come out of an Algebra test," I said.
 
"I suggested a nice, mellow cup of chamomile to calm
 
your nerves -- but you would settle for nothing less
 
than a double latte."
 
"--Which sounds really good right now," she said.
 
"I must have read your mind," I said, as I pushed
 
a still-full mug toward her.  "You might want to go and
 
get a warm one, though."
 
"Bless you!" she said, with a smile.  "But that's
 
okay-- I'll drink some of this one first."
 
I watched her take a sip of her coffee, then looked
 
out the window for a moment.  The day's thick clouds
 
had given way to a golden dusk, but lights were already
 
starting to come on -- in the homes and shops, in the
 
passing traffic on the street, in the legs of the radio
 
tower up the hill.  From where I sat, I could not see
 
the top of the tower -- still, I knew it was there.
 
Just then, I noticed the music that was playing over
 
the cafe's sound system.  It was a song I'd heard before
 124 
-- one about how lovers start as friends.  As I found
 
myself singing along, I looked once more into Andie's
 
eyes.  Maybe we couldn't change the world, I thought
 
-- or couldn't change everybody's heart.  I knew there
 
would always be people who hated us  -- those who are
 
so insecure about their own lives and their own beings
 
that they will never be able to accept us as the kind
 
and caring and nurturing people we both are.  But in
 
this place and time, at least, we could build our own
 
space -- one where we would be safe and free.  At that
 
instant, in plain sight of the big bay window which faced
 
the outside world, I took Andie's hand -- holding it
 
through the rest of the song as I sang it softly to her.
 
And I was not afraid.
 
"Andie," I said, finally.
 
"Yeah," she answered.
 
I paused again, smiling, still holding her hand.
 
"Tell me about your day," I said.
 